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PREFACE

The doctrine of the church has been a matter of
theological controversy for the Missouri Synod through
much of its history.

The difficulties predate the origin

of the Synod itself, and they continue in different forms
into the last quarter of the twentieth century.

ln terms

of both theological statement and practical application,
no individual was more important for the Missouri Synod
during its first third of a century of existence than

c.

F.

w.

Walther.

As eminent an historian as Sydney E.

Ahlstrom has even said that Walther was "probably the
most influential figure in nineteenth-century Lutheranism

... -. ..

in America. 111

Despite this situation no full length study has
been written on the doctrine of the church in the writings
of

c.

F.

w.

Walther.

The German Lutheran theologian

Hermann Sasse even asked who had really read Walther?
While engaged in this research, this writer discussed the
topic with a young pastor.

The latter began to make

1 sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the
American Peo!le (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1972) , p. 75 •
2 Hermann Sasse, In Statu Confessionis: Gesammelte
Aufsatze, ed. Friedrich Wilhelm Hopf (Berlin:
Lutherisches Verlagshaus, 1966), p. 327.

V
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strong and sharply critical statements about Walther
and the doctrine which he had taught.

Only after being

asked several times about the extent of his familiarity

with Walther's writings did he admit that he had read
nothing by Walther himself.

Clearly more people have

been speaking about Walther than have been reading him,
and the time is ripe for a full-length study of the
doctrine of the church in Walther's writings.
This writer is deeply indebted to many people for
gracious assistance in the preparation of this dissertation.

The Rev. Dr. August R. Suelflow, Director of

Concordia Historical Institute and Adjunct Professor of
Historical Theology at•Concordia Seminary, St. Louis,
served as advisor and has given much helpful direction
both to the research and to the writing of this paper.
The readers were the Rev. Dr. George Robbert and the Rev.
Dr. Roy Suelflow, both of whom gave sound guidance
n

throughout this writer's graduate study and on this
specific project.
Gratitude is also due to Prof.

w.

Larry Bielenberg

and the staff of Concordia Seminary Library for unhindered

access to that library's extensive holdings.

Nor would

this work have been at all possible without the materials
contained in Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis.
Rev. Marvin Huggins and the rest of the staff have been
very helpful.

vi

Last but not least, this writer must acknowledge
the support and encouragement of his family during the
intense period of time required for dissertation work.
He is chiefly grateful to his wife, Jean, who bore all
things, believed all things, hoped all things, and
endured all things that go with being the wife of a
terminal student.

-. ..
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INTRODUCTION

C. F. W. Walther was a man with deep roots in the
past and equally deep involvement in his contemporary
situation.

He was intimately familiar with the Lutheran

confessions, extremely well-versed in Luther's writings,
and closely acquainted with the whole history and
theology of the Lutheran Church.

Theologically he was

a well-educated person and a good educator.

But he was

also a man of deep practical involvements in the life of
the Lutheran Church of his day.

He was raised in Saxony,

and his first parish was in Saxony.

He retained contact,

friendships, and cooperation with certain Lutherans in
Germany throughout his life.

But most of his life and

nearly all of his career were spent in the United States
of America.

No matter how one evaluates his youthful

participation in the Stephanite emigration, it is clear
that the fact that he came to America was very good for
the Lutheran Church.

He served in America as pastor,

theological professor, seminary president, and synodical
president for the Missouri Synod.

He did not hold these

positions in that order or in any order but simultaneously, except that his terms as synodical president were
not continuous.

1

2

What is true of Walther is true also of his work
with the doctrine of the church.

His writings give

evidence of a serious and sincere attitude towards the
Bible as the only source and norm for theology.

He also

very highly valued the testimonies to the Biblical
doctrine given in the Lutheran confessions, the writings
of Luther, and the works of many other Lutheran theologians.

But Walther's writings on the doctrine of the

church were directed to specific situations and controversies.

He and the Missouri Synod were in ecclesio-

•

logical controversy with Lutherans in Germany and America.
They were also very much involved in church work on the
American scene, especia·lly in terms of ministering to
German inunigrants, whose numbers were extremely large
during the middle of the nineteenth century.

Walther was

the theological leader of the Missouri Synod in its
ecclesiological controversies and was also one of the
most important practical leaders in establishing congregational and synodical forms to meet the needs of
American Lutherans.
The first chapter of this dissertation is an
historical introduction and should be considered an
integral part of the paper.

Persons and events mentioned

there will be referred to throughout the paper.

The

other chapters are devoted to a topical exposition
of the doctrine of the church in Walther's

3

writings.

First the invisible church is discussed as the

most central and crucial aspect of this doctrine for
Walther.

Then the visible church in general and the

various visible churches are treated as the secondary
meaning of the term "church" for Walther. 1

If the plan

were to proceed in descending order, the reader might
suspect next to find an explanation of church bodies and
their polity and to find the congregation treated at the
end of the dissertation.

Actually for Walther's situa-

tion, it has been found proper to reverse this order.
The synodical form of church polity with and in which he
operated was basically an association of congregations.
Therefore the second half of the paper begins with a
treatment of the congregation and ends with a discussion
of synodical polity and fellowship relations between
church bodies.

Between the congregation and the synod

there is a chapter relating the doctrine of the church to
the doctrine of the ministry.

Walther saw these as two

doctrines, but they were very closely related.

The point

1 Franz Pieper, Walther's successor at Concordia
Seminary, deserves qualified credit for the basic outline
of this paper. This writer believed that he had developed
the outline on his own, but on rereading Pieper's treatment of Walther's theology, he realized that it bears
close resemblance to the organization of Pieper's
section on the doctrine of the church, which this writer
had first read some months before. See F[ranz] P[ieper],
"Dr. c. F. w. Walther als Theologe," Lehre und Webre
35 (April 1889) :105-11;
(May 1889) :137-45; (JulyAugust 1889) :220-35; (November 1889):329-33; (December
1889) :361-68.

4

at which they most closely touch is the congregational
aspect of the church.

CHAPTER I
HISTORICAL INTRODUCTION
Biography in Brief
Carl Ferdinand Wilhelm Walther was born on
October 4, 1811, in Langenchursdorf, Saxony, where his
father was pastor.

His grandfather and great-grandfather

had also been Lutheran pastors.

He was educated at home,

at schools in his home town and in Hohenstein, and at the
Gymnasium at Schneeberg, from which he graduated in 1829:
He studied theology at the University of Leipzig, where
most of the professors were Rationalists.

At this time

he also joined a group of students who read Pietistic
books and discussed spiritual experiences.

This group

included his older brother, Otto Hermann Walther, and
others who later participated in the Stephanite emigration.

Most of Walther's biographers emphasize the influ-

ence of the winter semester, 1831-1832, which he spent
recuperating at home from a respiratory illness and
reading copiously in Luther's works.
Walther finished his studies at the University of
Leipzig in 1833 and worked as a tutor from 1834 to 1836.
In 1837 he was ordained and became pastor at Braeunsdorf,
Saxony.

Walther had already learned much about the grace

5
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of God from Martin Stephan, pastor of the Bohemian
congregation at Dresden.

Late in 1838 he joined the

group of emigrants under the leadership of Martin Stephan.
They arrived at New Orleans early in 1839 and proceeded
to St. Louis,Missouri.

In the spring of that year a

large part of them set up a colony on the Mississippi
River in Perry County, Missouri, about one hundred miles
south of St. Louis.
Over the years Stephan's pretensions had grown
greatly.

During the ocean voyage he had himself declared

"bishop."

This decision was ratified in America by those

emigrants who had traveled on other ships.

The emigrants

as a group also declared their subjection to Stephan in

temporal as well as spiritual matters.

In May 1839,

disclosures of immoral conduct on the part of the bishop
led the group quickly to depose him.

Walther played an

important role in this action, having been the one
delegated from St. Louis to inform the colonists in Perry
County about Stephan's misbehaviour.
Walther and the other emigrants went through a
very trying period of two years.

They were tried by

external hardships and especially by spiritual doubts.
They despaired of their salvation, fearing that they had
cut themselves off from the church by the emigration,
which was seen as schismatic.

The ecclesiological prob-

lems were finally resolved at the Altenburg Debate, April

7

15 and 21, 1841.

It was on this occasion that Walther

emerged as the theological leader of the Saxon emigrants.
The day after the conclusion of the Altenburg
Debate, Walther left Perry County for St. Louis.

He had

been called to succeed his deceased brother as pastor of
the Saxon emigrants who had remained in that city.
Walther provided leadership during the difficult work of
preparing a congregational constitution that would avoid
the episcopal extremes of Stephanism and would give the
laymen that role in church government that was considered
doctrinally proper in the light of the Altenburg Debate.
Walther was the pastor of this congregation until the end
of his life.

As it branched out into district congrega-

tions, he became the head pastor (Oberpfarrer) of the
joint congregation (Gesamtgemeinde).

Each of the eventual

four districts had its own assistant pastor.

This

arrangement did not outlive Walther by more than two
years.
In 1844 Walther began to publish Der Lutheraner.
It was a congregational periodical but was also directed
to other orthodox Lutherans in North America.

Among

those whom i t reached were German pastors who had been
sent to this country by Pastor J. K. Wilhelm Loehe, of
Neuendettelsau, Bavaria.

Their response led to prelimi-

nary discussions about forming a synod.

In 1846 a con-

stitution was written and submitted to concerned

8

congregations.

In April 1847, the German Evangelical

Lutheran Synod of Missouri, Ohio and Other States was
founded in Chicago.

Walther had taken a position of

theological leadership in this process, and the laymen of
his St. Louis congregation had also played a prominent
role.
During his first decade in America, Walther not
only thought through the doctrine of the church but also
put it into practice.

He has been highly praised for his
ability as an organizer. 1 In this work he remained a
theologian.

The principles for polity that he applied to

the congregation and to the synod were those he had
defended at the AltenbuTg Debate. 2
In 1849 the Perry County congregations donated to
the Missouri Synod the educational institution which
Walther and others had founded in Perry County in 1839.
In 1850 Concordia College began operations in St. Louis
with Walther as theological professor in the seminary
1Christian Hochstetter, Die Geschichte der
Evangelisch-lutherischen Missouri-Synode in Nord=Amerika,
und ihrer Lehrkblpfe von der s~chsischen Auswanderung im
Jahre 1838 an bis zum Jahre 1884 (Dresden: Verlag von
Heinrich J. Naumann, 1885), p. 86. See also Ludwig
Fuerbringer, "Walther als Kirchenmann," Concordia
Theological Monthly 8 (October 1836):723.
2carl s. Mundinger, "Carl Ferdinand Wilhelm
Walther--Churchman," The Springfielder 25 (Summer 1961):
33. The story of this constitutional development for the
synod and the congregation has been told best in Carls.
Mundinger, Government in the Missouri Synod: The Genesis
of Decentralized Government in the Missouri Synod (St.
Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1947)

9

division.

This professorship and the presidency of the

institution were Walther's full time job from then on.
His pastoral work was relegated to a part time basis.

He

also served as synodical president from 1847 to 1850 and
from 1864 to 1878.
Walther took the initiative in relations with
other Lutherans in America.

In 1855 he suggested that

free conferences be held among all those American
Lutherans who subscribed to the Augsburg Confession.
Such a conference was held in each of the next four
years.

The Civil War and health problems on Walther's

part interrupted this work.

After the Civil War some

Lutherans were involved in supra-synodical organizations
for which Walther did not believe there was sufficient
doctrinal agreement.

He continued to work for Lutheran

unity and was influential in the formation of the
Synodical Conference in 1872.
president of that organization.
1887.

He served as the first
Walther died on May 7,

3

3 The scholarly biography of Walther has yet to
be written. Good popular biographies include: Lewis W.
Spitz, The Life of Dr. C. F. W. Walther (St. Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 1961); D. H. Steffens, Doctor
Carl Ferdinand Wilhelm Walther (Philadelphia: The
Lutheran Publication Society, 1917); and Martin Guenther,
Dr. c. F. w. Walther, Lebensbild (St. Louis: Lutherischer
Concordia=Verlag, 1890).

10

Stephanism and the Altenburg Debate
The remote context for Walther's doctrine of the
church was the Saxon state church, in which he, his
father, grandfather and great-grandfather had been
pastors.

This state church was nominally Lutheran, but

Rationalism was very strong in it early in the nineteenth
,/ century.

Church government was under state control

through the consistories, of which some laymen and some
clergymen were members.

The congregations had little or

no authority in their own affairs.
privileged class.

The pastors were a

The pastor and his doctrine were not

subject to judgment by the congregation.
....._ could neither call nor depose its pastor.

A congregation
4

The real crisis for Walther's ecclesiology was
occasioned by his relationship with Martin Stephan.

5

... -· ..

Stephan had been born in Bohemia and had worked as a
4 Mundinger,

Government, pp. 18-40; Walter A.
Baepler, A Century of Grace: A History of the Missouri
Synod, 1848-1947 (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House,
1947) , pp. 7-9.
5

The story of Stephanism has been told best in
Walter o. Forster, Zion on the Mississippi: The Settlement of the Saxon Lutherans in Missouri 1839-1841 (St.
Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1953). See also
Mundinger, Government, pp. 41-84; J. F. K6stering,
Auswanderung der slchsischen Lutheraner im Jahre 1838,
ihre Niederlassung in Per6i-co., Mo., und damit zusammenhlngende interessante Nae ichten, nebst einem wahrheitsgetreuen Bericht von dem in den Gemeinden zu Altenburg
und Frohna vorgefallenen sog. Chiliastenstreit in den
Jahren 1856 und 1857. Zweite Auflage (St. Louis: Druck
und Verlag von A. Wiebusch u. Sohn, 1867), pp. 1-55.
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weaver.

After entering the ministry he had a long tenure

as pastor of the Bohemian congregation in Dresden, Saxony.
He became a very influential preacher and built up a
devoted personal following.

His influence extended

beyond the Bohemian into the German populace and beyond
Dresden into other parts of Saxony.

Other pastors became

personally devoted to him and his message, even though he
was not very learned.

Stephan ran into difficulties with

the Saxon authorities for holding irregular meetings with
his followers.

Although the ostensible purpose of these

meetings was Christian education, prayer, and devotional
fellowship, they were often held in remote or secluded
places and at unusual times, including the late evening
or the middle of the night.

These meetings or conven-

ticles appeared very suspicious to the Saxon authorities,
who feared that their real agenda might include political
plotting.

There is no evidence that Stephan had political

aspirations at this time or that these meetings had any
political content or significance in themselves, but the
very real revolutionary ferment in much of Europe in the
1830s and 1840s makes it understandable that the Saxon
authorities feared any secret meetings.

This ferment did

erupt in a series of European revolutions in 1848.
Stephan was also accused of sexual misconduct.

He was

able to convince his followers that the authorities in
all these cases were persecuting genuine Lutheranism.

12

Stephan's personal leadership was characteristic
of the movement from its inception. 6

Walter

o.

Forster

has written, "For Stephanism was nothing if not personal;
it was a personal faith, a personal leadership, a personal
allegiance.• 7 In terms of the church this became an
episcopal system.

The essence of Stephanism was its

basis on hierarchical principles, which Stephan had

espoused in Germany and had fostered in his adherents
during and shortly after the voyage to America. 8 He had
/
✓

an extremely high view of the clergy.

Properly speaking,

. . . they alone were the church. 9 The laity was to be passive
and submissive. 10 The efficacy of absolution, the
6

Forster, Zion, p. 31.

7

Ibid., p. 36.

8
xaster ing, Auswanderung, pp. 8- 9 • 15-16 , 3 5; - -· "
Hochstetter, Geschichte, p. 29; Roy A. Suelflow, "The
Relations of the Missouri Synod with the Buffalo Synod up
to 1866" (S.T.M. thesis, Concordia Seminary, St. Louis,
1945), p. 38; William J. Schmelder, "The Altenburg Debate"
(S.T.M. thesis, Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, 1960),
p. 29.
9
carl Eduard Vehse, Heinrich Ferdinand Fischer,
and Gustav JKkel, "Offentliche Protestation gegen das
falsche mittelalterlich-pibstliche und sectirerische
Stephan'sche System des Kirchenregiments," in Carl Eduard
Vehse, Die Stephan'sche Auswanderung nach Amerika. Mit
AktenstUken (Dresden: Verlagsexpedition des Dresdner
Wochenblattes, 1840), p. 131; Reinhart E. Mueller, "Die
Lehre von der Kirche bei Luther, c. F. w. Walther und in
der neueren neutestamentlichen Forschung" (S.T.M. thesis,
Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, 1949), p. 40.
1
<\rehse, Fischer and Jlkel, "Offentliche
Protestation," p. 131; Mundinger, Government, pp. 85-86;
Waldemar Burgdorf Streufert, "The Doctrine of the Church
and Ministry according to Dr. Walther, in Relation to the

13
sacraments, and the preaching of God's Word was dependent
on the ministry.

Excommunication was exclusively a

clerical matter and was effective even if unjust. 11

Tem-

poral as well as spiritual affairs came under episcopal
12
.
. d ic
. t ion
.
. Steph anism.
.
Juris
in

This view of the church was

also Donatistic, for the Stephanites saw themselves as the
13
only true visible church.
Recent research has shown
that Walther was not a dissenter from these views during
the emigration and in the first days in America. 14
Stephan's deposition was accomplished swiftly in
May 1839.

It was an action of the clergy with only

perfunctory ratification by the laity.

15

For the next

Romanizing Tendencies within the Lutheran Church (18401860)" (S.T.M. thesis, Concordia Seminary, St. Louis,
19 4 2), p. 72.
11 Kostering, Auswanderung, pp. 9-10; Vehse,
Fischer and Ja.kel, 11 8ffentliche Protestation," pp. 13435; c. F. w. Walther, "Vorwort der Redaktion zum
dreizehnten Jahrgang des 'Lutheraner, 111 Der Lutheraner
13 (February 24, 1857):108. This foreword was a
lengthy series, running through much of the volume. Later
installments bore the title, "Uber die Lehre van der
Kirche." To avoid confusion, this paper will refer to
the installments uniformly as continuations of the
foreword.
12Mundinger, Government, p. 92.
13 Kostering, Auswanderung, p. 36; Mundinger,
Government, p. 106.
14 Forster, Zion, p. 303; Schmelder, "Altenburg
Debate," p. 28.
15Mundinger, Government, p. 89.

14
two years the colony was in great theological confusion.
In a letter to his brother, Walther listed the major
questions which were plaguing the Saxon Lutherans in
Perry County.

They doubted whether their congregations

were Christian and Lutheran or sectarian; whether they
had authority to call pastors or to excommunicate anyone;
whether the pastors were pastors; whether or not they
ought to return to Germany; whether or not the pastors
could have proper calls in America since they had abandoned the positions to which they had been called in
Germany; whether the pastors were to be deposed or merely
suspended until the issues were resolved.

Walther wrote

that it would be impossible to list all the various
answers that had been suggested, but he did show that
there was a great variety of opinion. 16
After Stephan's deposition the clergy intended to
hold to the hierarchical arrangement, but they made no
16

C. F. W. Walther to 0. H. Walther, May 4, 1840,
The Correspondence of Dr. C. F. w. Walther in Transcription, 1829-1887, prepared by Werner K. Wadewitz (funded
by a special grant from the Aid Association for Lutherans,
the Fraternal Life Insurance Society of Appleton,
Wisconsin). Concordia Historical Institute, st. Louis.
When citing this source, letters whose addresses had
been indicated by Walther or by those who collected the
letters, then the letters are identified by that
addressee. Others are identified by quoting the salutation. See also Forster, Zion, pp. 428-32; J. Fr. Ferd.
Winter to die Geschwister Winter u. Friedr. Schwerz,
desgl. an Hrn. Dr. Guerike u. Freunde im Herrn, April
28, 1841, Zeitschrift fUr die gesamte lutherische
Theologie und Kirche, 2 (1841) :128-30.
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move to elect a new bishop. 17

Many of the laymen, led by

Carl Eduard Vehse, Heinrich Ferdinand Fischer and Gustav
Jakel (or Jackel), came to support a radical congregationalism and even the subjection of the clergy to the
laity. 18 The clergy and the theological candidates
gradually gave up their hierarchical position.

But the

opposite extreme did not settle the issues for them nor
for most of the other Saxon Lutherans.

There was little

solid theological leadership, and the outcome of the
struggle was very much in doubt.
The period between Stephan's deposition and the
Altenburg Debate (May 1839-April 1840) was the only real
period of development in Walther's ecclesiology.

Late in
19
1839 he was still very much afraid of lay government.

But by the middle of 1840 he "inclined to the theory of
the sovereignty of the congregation. 1120 Walther was ill
17 Mundinger, Government, pp. 95-96; Forster,
Zion, pp. 436-38.
18Mundinger, Government, pp. 100-101, 204-5, 21213; Schmelder, "Altenburg Debate," pp. 53-54; William J.
Schmelder, "Walther at Altenburg," Concordia Historical
Institute Quarterly 34 (October 1961) :67-68; Forster,
Zion, pp. 441-42, 464, 507-8; Waldemar w. Wehmeier,
"Public Doctrine in the Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod"
(Th.D. dissertation, Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, 1973),
pp. 23-24. See especially Vehse, Fischer and Jakel,
"~ffentliche Protestation," pp. 142-51.
19Mundinger, Government, pp. 98-99.
20Forster, Zion, p. 521.
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during late 1840 and early 1841, and it is a conunonplace
among his biographers that he spent much of his time
reading Luther. 21 The controversy broke out with renewed

vigor in March 1841.

The climax came in the Altenburg
Debate, April 15 and 21, 1841. 22 At this time Walther
had arrived at the basic ecclesiology which he taught for
the rest of his life.
Walther debated with Adolph Marbach, a lawyer,
who represented the more radical lay position.

Walther

did not represent the other extreme, the hierarchical
position which by that time was unthinkable in the colony.
Walther's position included some of Vehse's basic points,
23 But
and Walther acknowledged this indebtedness.
Walther added to Vehse's position.

Of the eight theses

known as the Altenburg Theses, the last five constituted
Walther's contribution. 24 Walther taught (1) that the
church was the totality of all true believers; (2) that
21 E.g. Steffens, Doctor, pp. 165-66.
22

For more information on this debate see Forster,
Zion, pp. 507-3 4 ; Schmelder , "Altenburg Debate •
23
Schmelder, "Walther at Altenburg," p. 73; but
cf. pp. 77-78 for differences between Vehse and Walther.
See also K6stering, Auswanderung, p. 43; Forster, Zion,
pp. 521-22. Vehse did not influence Walther directly,
for Walther adopted parts of Vehse's position only on
the basis of much further thought and study. Vehse had
left the colony in December 1839.
11

24

Schmelder, •walther at Altenburg," p. 78;
Mundinger, Government, p. 121; Ernest Theodore Bachmann,
•The Rise of 'Missouri Lutheranism'" (Ph.D. dissertation,
University of Chicago, 1946), p. 137.
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the name of the true church belonged to all those visible
groups in which the Word of God was purely taught and the
sacraments were administered according to Christ's institution;

(3) that a group would remain a true church even

if it lost part of the truth as long as enough of the
Word of God was retained that children of God could be
born;

(4) that it was important that the name of the

church could still properly be applied to such groups
because it meant that persons belonging to those groups
could still be saved;

(5) that external separation from

the orthodox church by an heterodox group did not necessarily indicate apostasy from Christianity;

(6) that

heterodox groups retained the authority to call pastors
and to administer the sacraments and the office of the
keys;

(7) that erring groups were not to be dissolved but

reformed; and (8) that the orthodox church was known by)~
. con f ession.
.
25
i ts pu bl ic
25 John Theodore Mueller, "Translator's Preface,"
C. F. w. Walther, The True Visible Church of God on
Earth, An Essay for the Convention of the General Evangelical Lutheran Synod of Missouri, Ohio, and Other
States for its Sessions at St. Louis, Mo., October 31,
1866, trans. John Theodore Mueller (St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1961), p. iii. The text of the theses
is found in K6stering, Auswanderung, pp. 51-52;
Hochstetter, Geschichte, p. 37. English translations
are found in Forster, Zion, pp. 524-26; Mundinger, "Carl
Ferdinand Wilhelm Walther--Churchman," pp. 31-32. For
an alternate form of the theses see "Beilage zu Nr. 3,"
Zeitschrift filr die gesamte lutherische Theologie und
Kirche, 2 (1841) :133-34.
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The Altenburg Debate was important because it
ended two years of controversy, because it was the occasion on which Walther's leadership of the Saxon Lutherans
became evident, and because it established the eccle•Siology with which Walther and the Missouri Synod actually
operated during Walther's long career. 26 The constitution and polity of the Missouri Synod were based on this
doctrine of the church. 27 Walther held to this doctrine
throughout his l~ter controversies. 28 The books he later
wrote on the doctrine of the church also grew out of the
Altenburg Theses. 29
The Controversy with Grabau and
the Buffalo Synod
Johann Andreas Augustus Grabau (1804-79) had a
career in some ways parallel to that of Martin Stephan.
He was a pastor in Prussia, where an external union of
the Lutheran and Reformed churches had been effected, the
26

Schmelder, "Altenburg Debate," pp. 5-6.

27
Forster, Zion, p. 525; Mundinger, Government,
p. 115, footnote 13; Mundinger, "Carl Ferdinand Wilhelm
Walther--Churchman," p. 33; Hochstetter, Geschichte,
p. 42.

28
p. 42.

Reinhart, E. Mueller, "Lehre von der Kirche,

29

11

Schmelder, "Altenburg Debate," p. 6; John Theodore Mueller, •Translator's Preface,• p. v; Mundinger,
Government, p. 123, footnote 16; Wehmeier, "Public
Doctrine,• p. 53; Carl Mauelshagen, American Lutheranism
Surrenders to Forces of Conservatism (Athens, Georgia:
University of Georgia, Division of Publications, 1936),
p. 149.

19
so-called Prussian Union.

He got into trouble with the

authorities for refusing to use the prescribed liturgical
forms.

He objected to their Reformed language.

held conventicles.

He also

After mo~e than a year in prison, he

became the spiritual leader of a group of emigrants which
left for America in 1839.

Part of this company settled

in upstate New York, and others went to Wisconsin.

In

1845 they formed the Synod of the Evangelical Lutheran
Church, Emigrated from Prussia, more commonly called the
Buffalo Synod.

Its headquarters were in Buffalo, where

Grabau was pastor.
The controversy between the Missouri Synod and
the Buffalo Synod began with a pastoral letter, the
Hirtenbrief, which was written by Grabau under the date
of December 1, 1840, and was sent to a Wisconsin congregation formed by some of the Prussian immigrants. 3

°

From

Grabau's perspective they had been too independent in
organizing their church life, and he protested sharply.
This was an attempt on his part to asser~ his authority
30G. H. Lober, ed., Der Hirtenbrief des Herrn
Pastors Grabau zu Buffalo vom Jahre 1840. Nebst den
zwischen ihm und mehreren lutherischen Pastoren von
Missouri gewechselten Schriften. Der Offentlichkeit
ilbergeben als eine Protestation gegen Geltendmachung
hierarchischer Grundsatze innerhalb der lutherischen
Kirche (New York: H. Ludwig & Co., 1849). The story
of the controversy between these synods has been
told best in Roy A. Suelflow, "Relations." See also
Hochstetter, Geschichte, pp. 179-278. Hochstetter is an
important source because he had been a Buffalo Synod
pastor.
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over that congregation as well as the supremacy of the
clergy in the church as a whole.

But it also represented

Grabau's genuine concern to protect the parishioners from
what he saw as the harmful influences of lay usurpation
of church authority and from vagabond preachers who might
prey on the congregation.

Grabau sent a copy of the

letter to the Saxons in Perry County, Missouri, with a
request for comment and support.

The Saxons had their

own problems at the time and did not send any answer.
Only in 1843 did the pastors formulate a very critical
reply.
A long a bitter controversy ensued.

It was

carried on largely through the medium of print.

Neither

Grabau nor his chief lieutenant, Heinrich von Rohr, was
ever convinced of the position of the Missouri Synod nor
reconciled to that synod.
to an end in November 1866.

The controversy in effect came
After a split in the Buffalo

Synod ranks left Grabau only a small following, the other
Buffalo Synod men met with Walther and other representatives of the Missouri Synod in the Buffalo Colloquy.

All

of the Buffalo Synod participants except von Rohr were
won for the Miss~uri Synod. 31
31

Das Buffaloer Colloquium, abgehalten van 20.
November bis 5. December 18664 das 1st, die schliesslichen Brkllrungen der die Synocie von Buffalo und die
retende
nten
en stre
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Grabau's doctrine and the official position of
the Buffalo Synod were very close to much of Stephanism.
Walther wrote that Grabau and his followers were "the
second, unimproved edition" of Stephan and his fol32
lowers.
The Buffalo Synod doctrine of the church was
that the one, holy, Christian and apostolic church was
the orthodox visible church.
not members of this church.

Scattered believers were
Members were only those who

were gathered around Word and Sacrament with the pure
ministry.

There were no Christians in congregations that

did not have purity of Word and Sacrament.

Membership in

the invisible church was not sufficient for salvation,
for the need to confess with the mouth implied the need
to belong to the visible church.

There was no salvation

outside of the visible orthodox church, that is, a church
that would be Lutheran in doctrine even if not in name. 33
On the ministry the Buffalo Synod taught that the power
veroffentlicht van den beiderseitigen Colloquenten (St.
Louis: Aug. Wiebusch u. Sohn, 1866).
3211 oie zweite unverbesserte Auflage," C. F. W.
Walther, Briefe van C. F. W. Walther ( eboren 25. Oktober
1811, gestorben 7. Mai 1 7 an seine Freun e, Sync algenossen und Familienglieder, ed. Ludwig FUrbringer, 2
vols.
(St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1915-16),
1:88 (to Adolph Marbach, January 4, 1854). See also
Baepler, Century, p. 139.
33 Arthur Both, "The Missouri Synod and the
Buffalo Synod," Ebenezer: Reviews of the Work of the
Missouri S nod durin Three Quarters of a Centur,
augmented ed., edited y w. H. T. Dau St. Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 1922), pp. 126-28.
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of the keys had been given to the pastors alone, not to
the whole church.

The ministry was neither given nor

conveyed to the individual by the congregation but by
God alone.

The congregation was not to call a pastor

without the advice and consent of a representative of
the clergy.

The ministry was a separate rank or class

within the church.

The congregation had to obey its

pastor in all things, even in adiaphora, as long as the
pastor's commands were not contrary to the Word of God. 34
Grabau denied that ordination was an adiaphoron. It was
a necessity for the ministry and sacraments. 35 Excommunication was also exclusively the realm of the
pastors. 36
The Controversy with Loehe
The doctrine of the church was one of the most - ··-···..
important topics of theological discussion in Germany in
34

Ibid., pp. 129-33.

35

see Erwin L. Lueker, "A Sketch of the Concept
of the Ministry in History," Richard R. Caemmerer and
Erwin L. Lueker, Church and Ministry in Transition:
Application of Scripture and History to Current Questions
(St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1964), pp. 77-

78.

36

Baepler, Century, p. 141. For further information on Grabau's doctrine, see T. Johannes Grosse,
Unterscheidungslehren der haupts~chlichsten sich
lutherisch nennenden Synoden sowie der namhaftesten
Sectenkirchen in den Vereini ten Staaten von Nord=Amerika,
revidirte und vermehrte Ausgabe St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1891).
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the nineteenth century. 37

Walther wrote essentially for

the American scene and for American Lutherans.

But his

relationship with one man in Germany was of great importance for his doctrine of the church.
Johannes Konrad Wilhelm Loehe (1808-72) was
Bavarian by birth and career.

He was born at Fuerth,

educated at Erlangen, and spent most of his career as
pastor in the small town of Neuendettelsau. 38
vision was not limited to Bavaria.

But Loehe's

After an 1840 visit

from F. C. D. Wyneken, pioneer German pastor on the
American frontier, Loehe worked very hard to train and
send men to work among German Lutherans in America and to
do mission work among American Indians.

His missioners

37 For more information on the German controversies
see Holsten Fagerberg, Bekenntnis, Kirche und Amt in der
deutschen konfessionellen Theologie des 19. Jahrhunderts
(Uppsala: Almquist
Wiksells Boktryckeri AB [1952));
Emanuel Hirsch, Geschichte der neuern evangelischen
Theologie im Zusammenhang mit den allgemeinen Bewegungen
des europaischen Denkens, 5 vols.
(GUtersloh: C.
Bertelsmann Verlag, 1949-54), 5:145-231; Walter Richard
Bouman, "The Unity of the Church in 19th Century Confessional Lutheranism" (Th.D. dissertation, University of
Heidelberg, 1962), pp. 3-172; Erwin L. Lueker, Some
Concepts of Church and Ministry in the Nineteenth Century (St. Louis: Commission on Mission and Ministry of
the Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod, 1971).
38 souman, "Unity," p. 44; see also Erich Hugo
Heintzen, "Wilhelm Loehe and the Missouri Synod, 184153" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Illinois, 1964),
pp. 13-23; James L. Schaaf, •~Introduction," Wilhelm Loehe,
Three Books About the Church, trans. and ed. James L.
Schaaf, Seminar Editions (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
19 6 9 ) , pp . 1-14 •
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(Sendlinge) played a major role in the founding of the
Missouri Synod.

After the breakdown of relations between

him and that synod, other missioners founded the Iowa
Synod.

Loehe' s work was so important for the Lutheran

Church in America because of the great shortage of pastors.

Hermann Sasse is correct when he calls the break-

down of relations between Walther and Loehe "One of the
most disrupting occurrences in the history of the Lutheran
Church of the nineteenth century." 39
The controversy between Loehe and Walther involved
basically two points in the doctrine of the church.

They

also disagreed about the Lutheran confessions and the
development of doctrine. 4O Loehe and Walther differed on

the visible church.

For Loehe the visible church was

much closer to being the one, holy Christian and apestolic church than it was for Walther.
I
,

·- .·-· ...
In Loehe's con-

/ ception the church was in effect, if not in essence,
visible. 41

39
Hermann Sasse, "Walther and Loehe: On the
Church," trans. and prepared by John Sippola and John
Drickamer, The Springfielder 35 (December 1971) :176.
4O
Heintzen, "Wilhelm Loehe and the Missouri
Synod," p. 188 ~ see Reinhart E. Mueller , "Lehre von der
Kirche,• pp. 55-56.
41
Heintzen, "Wilhelm Loehe and the Missouri
Synod," pp. 211-12; Hirsch, Geschichte, 5:187; Siegfried
Hebart, Wilhelm L6hes Lehre von der Kirche , ihrem Amt und
iment: Ein Beitra zur Geschichte der Theola ie 1m
• J
un ert Neuen ette sau: Freimun =Verlag, 939),
p. 236; Erwin L. Lueker, "A Sketch of the Concept of
Church in History," Caemmerer and Leuker, Church and
Ministry, pp. 45-46.
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More concrete was the disagreement between Loehe
and Walther on the relationship between the congregation
and the ministry.

The question was whether the church

✓//

produced the ministry or the ministry produced the church./
Loehe said that the ministry produced the church.

He

taught that the ministry as a divine institution was
self-perpetuating.

The office of the ministry came to

the individual not through the congregation but through
ordination by those already in office.

The ministry was

more independent and authoritative for Loehe than for
Walther. 42
Siegfried Hebart writes that the disagreement
about the confessions was the decisive reason for the
break between Loehe and the Missouri Synod. 43

Loehe did

not consider the differences on the church to be divisive.

44

. . . -·..•,

But he believed that there was still room for
42

Hebart, L6hes Lehre, p. 231; Heintzen, "Wilhelm
Loehe and the Missouri Synod,• pp. 190-91, 193, 212-13;
Mundinger, Government, p. 200; Hochstetter, Geschichte,
p. 215; Lueker, •Ministry in History,• pp. 76-77; see
Wilhelm L6he, Aphorismen Uber die neutestamentlichen
Xmter und ihr Verhaltnis zur Gemeinde. Zur Verfassungsfra~e der Kirche (NUrnberg: Verlag der Joh. Phil.
Raw schen Buchhandlung, 1849), p. 59; Wilhelm L6he,
Kirche und Amt: Neue Aphorismen (Erlangen: Verlag von
Theodor Bllsing, 1851), pp. 40-41.
43 Hebart, L6hes Lehre, pp. 238-39.
44 Ibid., p. 230; Conrad Bergendoff, The Doctrine

of the Church in American Lutheranism (Philadelphia:
Muhlenberg. Press, 1956), p. 36; John H. Tietjen, "The
Ecclesiology of Wilhelm Loehe,• (S.T.M. thesis, Union
Theological Seminary, New York, 1954), p. 95.

. .,
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doctrinal development. 45

He said that many of the

consequences (Folgen) of doctrine still needed to be
worked out in practice, for example, on church and state
and church polity. 46 Loehe considered the issues between
Walther and himself open questions.

Walther considered

them settled by Scripture and already expressed in the
Lutheran confessions. 47
Loehe's missioners played an integral role in the
founding of the Missouri Synod.

During the preliminary

work on the synod's constitution, Loehe's views lost out.
His former students were won over to the position that
Walther and the Saxon emigrants had espoused since
the Altenburg Debate.
grief. 48

~his caused Loehe no little

When the new synod's constitution was adopted,

. . ..

Loehe objected to the equal representation of pastors and
laymen.

He considered this an incursion of American

45Theodore G. Tappert, "Introduction," Lutheran
Confessional Theology in America, 1840-1880, ed. Theodore
G. Tappert, A Library of Protestant Thought (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1972), p. 13.
46wilhelm L6he, Drei BUcher von der Kirche. Den
Freunden der lutherischen Kirche zur Uberlegung und
Besprechung dargeboten (Stuttgart: Verlag von Sam.
Gottl. Liesching, 1845), pp. 106-9.
47 Heintzen, "Wilhelm Loehe and the Missouri
Synod,• pp. 243-44.
48

Hebart, L6hes Lehre, p. 229; Mundinger, Government, p. 177; Heintzen, 6 Wilhelm Loehe and the Missouri
Synod,• pp. 151, 196, 198, 238.

. .,...
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democratic principles and feared that the clergy would be
subordinated to the laity.

He was not ready to break

with the synod, hoping that the problem could be worked
out in time. 49
The Missouri Synod invited Loehe to the conventions of 1848 and 1851, but he could not come.

In 1851

the synod sent Walther and F. C. D. Wyneken to visit him.
Their trips took parts of 1851 and 1852. 50
were positive.
discussion.
ship.

The results

There would be continued cooperation and

There was also a better personal relation-

But the issues were ·not resolved. 51
The difficulties between Loehe and the Missouri

Synod grew out of the controversy between the Missouri
and Buffalo Synods,

It was in Loehe's attempt to mediate

between them that the differences between Loehe and the
Missouri Synod began to cause problems.

52

In 1853 Grabau

49 James L[ewis) Schaaf, "Wilhelm L6hes Relation

to the American Church: A Study in the History of
Lutheran Mission" (Th.D. dissertation, University of
Heidelberg, 1961), pp. 117-18; Mundinger, Government,
p. 199; Heintzen, "William Loehe and the Missouri Synod,"
pp. 146-48, 158, 189.
50aeintzen, "William Loehe and the Missouri
Synod," pp. 153, 189, 199.
51 Ibid., pp. 208-9; Schaaf, "L6he's Relation,"
pp. 152-53; Walther, Briefe, 1:77-78 (to his wife,
October 11, 1851).
52 aeintzen, "William Loehe and the Missouri
Synod," pp. 177-78, 184, 191-92; see Schaaf, "L6he's
Relation," pp. 133-34, 148; Bergendoff, Doctrine of the
Church, pp. 30-31.
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and von Rohr visited Loehe and others in Germany.

This

trip increased the tensions between Loehe and the Missouri
Synod. 53 Loehe did not approve of Grabau's most extreme
position, but he was definitely closer to Grabau than to
waither. 54
The final breakdown of relations between Loehe and
the Missouri Synod was occasioned by a sharp conflict on
doctrine and practice in the early 1850s in Michigan.
Those loyal to Loehe migrated to Iowa and founded the
Iowa Synod. 55 The Missouri and Iowa Synods were in controversy on this and other doctrines for a long time.
They were also opponents in the Predestinarian Controversy of the 1870s and i880s.
Ecclesiology and American Democracy
Loehe and other German observers accused Walthe~-· ·
and the Missouri Synod of introducing American democratic
principles into the doctrine and structure of the
53
Beintzen, •wilhelm Loehe and the Missouri
Synod,• pp. 218, 224.
54
Schaaf, "Lahe's Relation," pp. 136, 159;
Heintzen, •wilhelm Loehe and the Missouri Synod, 11 pp.
193-94; see Hebart, Lahes Lehre, p. 231.
55
This story is told in Heintzen, "Wilhelm
Loehe and the Missouri Synod," pp. 225-36, see pp. 24445; Schaaf, •L6he's Relation," pp. 163-75; Schaaf,
•Introduction,• pp. 24-25.
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church. 56
charge.

Carls. Mundinger has effectively refuted this
He points out that there was nothing of democracy

in the German background and history of the Stephanites. 57
The original constitution of the Missouri Synod was not
actually very democratic.

There were strong factors

which tended to centralize power, and much was excluded
from popular vote. 58

The authority of the Word of God,

the doctrine of the call and the pastor's permanent ·
tenure prevented "mob rule. 1159

The leaders of the synod

did not favor the use .of English, and this made it more
difficult for democratic ideas to influence them and
their people. 60

The language barrier made it "next to

impossible at least for the laymen of the frontier to do
much imbibing of democratic political theory. 1161

There

was no appeal to democracy to support the synod's
position. 62

The Stephanites had been an exclusive group

56 streufert, "Doctrine of the Church," p. 82;
Bergendoff, Doctrine of the Church, p. 266; Mundinger,
Government, p. 199; Hebart, L6hes Lehre, pp. 228-29.
57 Mundinger, Government, pp. 31-33, 39-40, 203-4.

SSibid., pp. 185-91, 201-2.
59 Ibid., pp. 202-3.
601bid., p. 205.
61 Ibid. , p. 207.
62 Ibid.
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in' Missouri as well as in Germany.

They had little or

nothing to do with other religious groups and were, in
fact, hostile to them.

There was little opportunity for
cross-fertilization of ideas. 63 The Missourians did not
deduce their doctrine in the way in which American
thinkers had done, following Locke and others.

These

/

✓

Lutherans got whatever democratic ideas they had from

, Luther, not from America. 64

America provided merely "the

stage upon which Luther's theories of church government
were put into practice." 65
Walther recognized later that the democratic
spirit was so strong in America that persons raised in
this environment would not let themselves be limited with
respect to church government beyond the limits set by
God. 66 But he argued in his first foreword to Die Stimme
unserer Kirche in der Frage von Kirche und Amt that the
63 Ibid., pp. 210-12.
64 1bid., pp. 203, 209.
65
1bid., p. 212; see Theo. Buenger, "C. F. W.
Walther. An Appreciation and Reminiscences, 11 Concordia
Historical Institute Quarterly 9 (October 1936):68;
F[ranz] P[ieper], "Dr. C. F. W. Walther als Theologe,"
Lehre und Wehre 35 (April 1889):106; Erwin L. Lueker,
'Justification in the Theology of Walther," Concordia
Theological Monthly 32 (October 1961):605.
66
c. F. w. Walther, Lutherische Brosamen.
Predigten und Redenf seit 1847 theils in Pamphletform,
theils in Zeitschri ten bereits erschienen, in einem
Sammelband aufs Neue dargeboten (St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing Bouse, l897), pp. 524-25.
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Missouri Synod had not changed the doctrines of church
and ministry from what had been the Lutheran doctrine at
the time of the Reformation.

Geographical distance

functioned to make them hold that much more closely to
Luther's doctrine. 67 Walther insisted that the doctrine
of the church had been accepted by the Missouri Synod on
principle.

They had not modeled their doctrine on their

s~tuation and condition (Verhaltnisse) in America, but
they had set up their churchly affairs (Verhaltnisse) on
the basis of the Lutheran doctrine of the church.

Their

situation in America had been decisive in bringing them
to recognize the true doctrine of the church.

But their

freedom in America had ·also given them the opportunity to
develop their church polity as it truly should have been
done according to Lutheran doctrine.

Their freedom made

them that much more concerned to be true to their
doctrinal basis. 68
67 c . F. w. Walther, Die Stimme unserer Kirche in
der Frage von Kirche und Amt. Eine Sammlung von Zeugnissen Uber diese Frage aus den Bekenntnissschriften der
evangelisch=lutherischen Kirche und aus den Privatschriften rechtgl~ubiger Lehrer derselben. Von der deutschen
evang.=luth. Synode von Missouri, Ohio und anderen
Staaten als ein Zeugniss ihres Glaubens, zur Abwehr der
Angriffe des Herrn P. Grabau in Buffalo, N. Y., vorgelegt,
dritte auf Anordnung der Synode aufs neue durchgesehene
und vermehrte Auflage (Erlangen: Verlag von Andreas
Deichert, 1875), pp. v-vii.
68

Ibid., pp. viii-ix.
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Relations Among American Lutherans
Walther and the Missouri Synod looked from the
first for relationships with other Lutherans in America.
August Suelflow has pointed out that even the founding of
the Missouri Synod "can be termed a union effort in
itself. • 69 Walther and the synod did not see the Missouri
Synod as the ultimate in uniting Lutherans in America.

70

Fran the first years of the Missouri Synod, representatives were sent to conventions of other synods. 71 The
chief efforts for unity developed gradually.
were free conferences.

First there

Then the Synodical Conference

was organized.
Walther was the one who proposed that free conferences be held among all those in America who subscribed to the Augsburg Confession, the purpose being to
.. . -.
72
seek unity (Einigung).
Conferences were held in 1856,
1857, 1858, and 1859.

one due to illness.

Walther was absent from the last
His continued illness and the Civil

69

August R. Suelflow, "Walther's Significant Contributions to Lutheranism in America (A Series of Lectures Delivered to the Montana District Convention, Oct.
4-5, 1961),• The Montana District of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, Proceedings of the Eleventh Convention
(Laurel, Montana: n. p., l96l), p. 36.
70

Ibid., p. 37.

71
Baepler, Century, p. 155; Theodore Engelder,
•Why Missouri Stood Alone,• Ebenezer, p. 110.
72

[C. F. W. Walther) •vorwort zu Jahrgang 1856,"
Lehre und Webre 2 (January 1856) :4-5.
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War at least interrupted this specific attempt at closer
rela~ions among American Lutherans. 73
In 1866 some of the Lutherans who had participated
in the free conferences formed the General Council.

The

Missouri Synod was interested in this venture and was at
least twice invited to send representatives.

But Walther

and his colleagues believed that there was insufficient
doctrinal unity to justify such an organization. They
74
saw the General Council as premature.
The Missouri
Synod believed that more free conferences should have
been held in order to achieve doctrinal unity prior to

. i ng. 75
organiz
Erwin Lueker wr-ites that the free conferences
were not without results and that the greatest result
73 August R. Suelflow, "Significant Contributions,!'.
p. 38; Spitz, Life, p. 93; Guenther, Lebensbild, p. 103;
cf. Erwin L. Lueker, "Walther and the Free Lutheran
Conferences of 1856-1859," Concordia Theological Monthly
15 (August 1944):529-63.
74 August R. Suelflow, "Significant Contributions,"
p. 40.

75 Roy A[thur] Suelflow, "The History of the
Missouri Synod during the Second Twenty-five Years of its
Existence, 1872-1897" (Th.D. dissertation, Concordia
Seminary, St. Louis, 1946), pp. 9-11; cf. John H. Tiethen,
Which Wa to Lutheran Unit? A Histor of Efforts to
Unite the Lutherans of America St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1966), pp. 62-63; J. L. Neve, History
of the Lutheran Church in America, 3d rev. ed., edited
by Willard D. Allbeck (Burlington, Iowa: The Lutheran
Literary Board, 1934), pp. 155-59, 187-88.
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was the eventual founding of the Synodical Conference.

76

In the late 1860s and early 1870s the Missouri Synod
reached doctrinal unity and entered into fellowship with
a number of other synods, including the Wisconsin Synod
/

and the Joint Synod of Ohio.

In 1872 six synods formed

v the Evangelical Lutheran Synodical Conference of North
, America. 77

Walther was deeply involved in this work.

He called the conference "the last goal of my life for
this world." 78
The Synodical Conference was not a merger of the
It was a federation, and each synod retained its
autonomy. 79 But David Schmiel writes that Walther "had a

synods.

tremendous desire to establish one large American
Lutheran Church." 80 This was to have been the eventual
purpose of the Synodical Con£ erence.

The member synods

were eventually to have become state synods with geographical boundaries.
76

This plan was always predicated on

Lueker, "Free Lutheran Conferences," p. 563.

77 Ibid.
78

"Das letzte Ziel meines Lebens £Ur diese Welt,"
Walther to "Ehrwllrdiger Herr! Inniggeliebter Bruder in
dem HErrnl" July 13, 1871, Correspondence, CHI.
79
Roy Suelflow, A Plan for Survival (New York:
Greenwich Book Publishers, 1965), p. 153.

80

David Schmiel, "The History of the Relationship
of the Wisconsin Synod to the Missouri Synod until 1925,
(S.T.M. thesis, Concordia Seminary, st. Louis, 1958),
p. 41.
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a broad base of doctrinal unity. 81

This plan itself

became the center of a controversy and was never carried
82
out.
The Synodical Controversy was split by the
Predestinarian Controversy.

Preliminary skirmishes had

occurred in the early 1870s on the doctrine of election.
The controversy assumed major proportions in the later
1870s and early 1880s.

In 1881 the Missouri Synod in

convention adopted Walther's "Thirteen Theses" on election.83

At that convention the controversy's effects on

fellowship and the Synodical Conference became inevitable.

It was resolved that Missouri Synod representa-

tives were not to sit in ecclesiastical meetings with
those who had publicly declared the adherents of
Missouri's doctrine to be Calvinists. 84 The Missouri
Synod remained part of the Synodical Conference, but
other synods left, greatly reducing the size of the
Synodical Conference.
81 Richard Wolf, Documents of Lutheran Unity in
America (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966), pp. 18081; Schmiel, "Relationship," pp. 40-41; Roy A. Suelflow,
Plan, pp. 154-55.

82 see Schmiel, "Relationship," pp. 30-58.
83 The Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod, Achtzehnter
Synodal-Bericht der Allgemeinen deutschen ev.=luth.
Synode von Missouri, Ohio und anderen Staaten, versammelt
als Dritte Delegaten=Synode zu Fort wa;ne, Indiana, im
Jahre 1881 (St. Louis: Druckerei des Lutherischen
Concordia=Verlags," 1881), pp. 27-44.
84

Ibid., pp. 44-45.

36

Walther's Writings on the Church
Walther has been highly praised as a theologian
by his colleagues and successors.

Pieper wrote that

Walther was equal to most of the old Lutheran dogmaticians and excelled many of them in spiritual experience,
theological learning, logical sharpness, and the ability
to express Christian doctrine. 85 Walther did not have
such an exalted view of himself.

,

He saw himself more as

a popular theologian than as a scientific, academic
theologian. 86 He turned down an honorary doctor's degree
from The University of Goettingen in 1855, explaining

✓✓

that he considered himself only an emergency assistant

(Nothhelfer) whose theological knowledge was full of
, gaps (luckenhaft) • 87 When he later accepted a doctor's
85
P [ieper], 34 (September 1888) : 26; see Guenther, .·
Lebensbild, p. 176; Ludwig Ernest Fuerbringer, 80
Eventful Years: Reminiscences of Ludwig ErnestFuerbringer (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House,
1944), pp. 83-84; J [ohn] Theodore Mueller, "The Significance of the Doctrine of the Church and the Ministry as
Professed by Our Fathers on the Basis of Scripture and
the Lutheran Confessions, for our General Theological
Orientation," Concordia Theological Monthly 11 (January
1940):21.
86
walther, Briefe, 1:195 (to Ottomar Furbringer,
January 16, 1864); seep. 186 (to Wilhelm Sihler, April
24, 1863).
87

Walther to "Hochwurdiger Herr! Insonderheit
hochzuverehrender Herr Dekan! 11 August 1, 1855, Correspondence, CHI; see Walther to "Hochverehrter
Innigstgeliebter Herr Professor!" March 25, 1856,
Correspondence, CHI.
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degree from Capital University, · of which the Ohio Synod's
seminary was a part, he still did not consider himself
worthy of the honor.

He accepted it not as something

which was due to him but as a recognition of the divine
truth which he had taught, confessed and defended. 88
Walther taught that the Bible was God's Word and
that i t was therefore totally without error.
not be in error.

It could

89

He was very devoted to the Sola
90
Scriptura principle.
A very large portion of Walther's

88
walther to "das Directorium der Capital University, zu Columbus, Ohio," December 12, 1877, Correspondence, CHI.
89

see C. F. w. Walther, "Dass nur durch die Lehre
der lutherischen Kirche Gott allein alle Ehre gegeben
werde, ein unwidersprechlicher Beweis, dass die Lehre
derselben die allein wahre sei, 11 Siebzehnter SynodalBericht des Westlichen Distrikts der deutschen evangelisch=lutherischen Synode von Missouri, Ohio u. a.
Staaten, Anno Domini 187 3 (St. Louis: Druckerei der •-· -- Synode von Missouri, Ohio und anderen Staaten, 1873), pp.
41-50 (this set of essays was delivered by Walther at
Western District conventions from 1873 to 1886, the
seventeenth through the twenty-seventh conventions;
hereafter it will be cited as Walther, Western District,
1873 [or other year)); Brosamen, pp. 455-56; P[ieper), 34
(July-August 1888):193-202; Robert D. Preus, The Theology
of Post-Reformation Lutheranism: A Study of Theological
Prolegomena (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House,
1970), p. 384, footnote 1102.

90see Robert D. Preus, "Walther and the Scriptures," Concordia Theological Monthly 32 (November 1961):
669-91; F. B., "Walthers Verdienst um das Sola Scriptura,"
Lehre und Wehre 57 (March 1911):91-111 and (April 1911):
145-68; Th[eodore) Engelder, "Walther a Christian
Theologian, 11 William Dallmann et al., Walther and the
Church ed. Th[eodore) Engelder (St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1938), pp. 10-11, 18; P[ieper), 34
(September 1888):265, Walther, Western District, 1873,
pp. 50-52; c. F. w. Walther, Casual=Predigten und =Reden
(St. Louis: Lutherischer Concordia=Verlag, 1889), PP•
60-61.
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book proving that the Lutheran Church was the true visible
church of God on earth attempted to show that the Lutheran
Church had the true doctrine not by proving each doctrine
but by showing that the Lutheran Church was devoted to
the proper Scriptural and hermeneutical principles.
91
was truly subject to the Word of God.

It

Walther had a very high opinion of Luther, not
only as a theologian but also as the one and only divinely
appointed reformer of the church. 92 He knew that Luther
had not been infallible. 93 But Walther was such a devoted
student of Luther because he believed that Luther had
to a very great extent correctly taught Scriptural
doctrine. 94
Walther is known for his frequent quotations from
Luther, the Lutheran confessions, and Lutheran theologians
of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

He has been

91C. F. W. Walther, Die Evangelisch=Lutherische
Kirche die wahre sichtbare Kirche Gottes auf Erden. Ein
Referat fib: die Verhandlungen der Allgemeinen Evang.=
Luth. S ode von Missouri Ohio u. a. st. bei Gele enheit
er Sitzungen erse en zu St. Louis, Mo., en 31.
October 1866 und folgende Tage (St. Louis: Druck von
Aug. Wiebusch u. Sohn, 1867), pp. 59-136.
92walther, Kirche und Amt, p. ix; Brosamen, p.
536.

93 walther, Western District, 1873, p. 48.
94

Lewis W. Spitz [Sr.], "Walther Continues the
Lutheran Reformation," The Central District of the
Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod, Proceedinas: The
Seventy-Seventh Convention (Fort Wayne, In iana: n. p. ,
l96l), p. 12.
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charged with being a "citation theologian" and a
"repristination theologian." 95

Even Carls. Meyer has

criticized Walther for being "to a not inconsiderable
extent a Zitatentheolog, a theologian who quoted
96
authorities."
Walther did use many quotations, but
he was much more than a quotation theologian.

The best

proof is his sermons, in which he showed himself very
skillful in expressing Christian doctrine in his own
words.

His letters and convention essays also demonstrate

his personal ability as a theologian.

One important

reason for Walther's frequent citations from Luther and
Lutheran theologians was that in many of the controversies
in which Walther was involved all parties claimed to be
truly Lutheran in doctrine.

The teachings of Luther,

the Lutheran confessions, and later Lutheran theologians
were part of the subject matter of the controversies.
Walther was concerned to show that the Missouri Synod
was doctrinally in accord with the Lutheran confessions
and that Lutheranism in both the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries had had the same Biblical and confessional
understanding about the doctrine of the church.

Walther

also used quotations because of his great humility.

He

95 Ibid., p. 10.
96 carl s. Meyer, Log Cabin to Luther Tower:
Concordia Seminary During One Hundred and Twenty-Five
Years Toward a More Excellent Ministryg 1839-1964 (St.
Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 19 5), p. 78.
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preferred to let one of the recognized orthodox Lutherans
speak, considering them better writers than himself.

After explaining this point, Pieper said that Walther
was in error by being too humble. 97 Walther was not
bothered by charges that he simply reproduced old
Lutheran theology.

He considered that doctrine true and
so confessed and taught it. 98

/
1✓

Walther never used Luther, the confessions, or
the theologians of Lutheran orthodoxy as proof of doc-

' trine.

They could prove only that a given doctrine was

the Lutheran doctrine.

In Walther's works only the Bible

functioned as proof of doctrine itself.

Other sources

were cited as testimonies to the truth. 99

Walther published three famous basic works on the
doctrine of the church.

The first of these taught the
4

basics of the doctrine of the church.

•

•

The second des-

cribed the way a Christian congregation was to be organized.

The third contained the proof that the Lutheran
97
98

P[ieper), 34 (September 1888):266.

[C. F. W. Walther) "Vorwort zu Jahrgang 1862, 11
Lehre und Wehre B (February 1862):39-40; Walther to E. w.
Uhler, May 21, 1872, Correspondence, CHI; Spitz,
Walther Continues," p. 10; Preus, Post-Reformation
Lutheranism, p. 406; P[ieper] 34 (September 1888) :264;
Theodore Engelder, "Walther a Christian Theologian, 11
Concordia Theological Monthly 7 (October 1936) :736-40,
footnote 16.
99
Ellgelder, "Walther a Christian Theologian,"
Dallmann et al., Walther and the Church, pp. 16-18.

t
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Church was the true visible Church of God on earth.
Their chronological order matches their logical order.
The first of these three works was Die Sti.mme
unserer Kirche in der Frage von Kirche und Amt, commonly
referred to as Kirche und Amt.

This book was polemical

in origin, being directed against Grabau, but it was not
polemical in content. Grabau was mentioned only on the
100
title page.
This is one of the works that consisted
mostly of quotations.

Walther completed it i n Erlangen

in the fall of 1851, while he and Wyneken were in Germany
101
to visit Loehe. It was published in Erlangen in 1852.
This book also indicated the official position of the
Missouri Synod.

Because of the controversy with Grabau,

the 1850 synodical convention had requested that Walther
prepare the book.

The theses were discussed and approved
102
by the 1851 convention.
lOOHochstetter, Geschichte, p. 209.
101walther, Briefe, 1:79-80 (to his wife, October
11, 1851); see Heintzen, "Wilhelm Loehe and the Missouri
Synod, 11 p. 202.
102walther, Kirche und Amt, p. vii; see "Vorlage
des Herrn Professor Walther zu einer Schrift Uber Kirche
und Predigtamt," Fttnfter Synodal=Bericht der deutschen
Ev.=Luth. Synode von Missouri, Ohio u. a. Staaten vom
Jahre 1851, zweite Auflage (st. Louis: Druckerei der
Synode von Missouri, Ohio und andern Staaten, 1876), pp.
169-73; Hochstetter, Geschichte, pp. 207-8.
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In some ways this book was an elaboration of the ·
Altenburg Theses. 103

It was not intended to be a complete

discussion of the doctrine of the church.

For that

Walther referred the reader to the sources he had used,
the lengthy works of Lutheran dogmatics.

The book's

theses were addressed to the doctrinal points then in
controversy.

It was not about church polity but about

the nature of the church and the principles on which
polity could then be discussed. 104
Walther's practice in this work was to follow
each thesis with three sections.

First there would be

proof from the Bible (Beweis aus Gottes Wort).

Then

there would be testimonies (Zeugnisse) of the Lutheran
Church from its public confessions.

Finally there would

be testimonies of the Lutheran Church from the private
writings (Privatschriften) of its teachers.

.. . . . ..

Walther

supplied little canment on the Bible passages he quoted,
believing that he had chosen clear ones. 105

Luther was

quoted more frequently than any other theologian ( one
hundred thirty-three times), and Gerhard was in a distant
103

Mundinger, Government, p. 123, footnote 116;
Wehmeier, •Public Doctrine, 8 p. 53; F. Pfotenhauer,

•Foreword,• Dallman et al, Walther and the Church, pp.
v-vi.
104

Walther, Kirche und Amt, pp. vii, ix.

105

52-53.

oallman e t a 1 • , Wa1 ther and the Church, pp.
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but important second place (sixty-five times).

Many

other theologians of the Lutheran Church and some from
the early church were quoted with less frequency. 106
The second of these three books was Die rechte
Gestalt einer vom Staate unabhKngigen evangelisch=
lutherischen Ortsgemeinde. 107

This book also contained

a large number of quotations, but it had a larger proportion of conunents by Walther than the earlier work had
had.

Die rechte Gestalt was begun as an essay for the

1862 convention of the Western District.

It was finished

at the St. Louis pastoral conference and was published by
108
resolution of that conference.
Walther called this
book "the practical exposition of that which was presented
according to principles in the book on Church and
11109
Ministry.
The topic of this work was the local
106
Mundinger, Government, p. 123; Tappert,
"Introduction," pp. 32-33; Schmelder, "Walther at Altenburg," pp. 79-80.
107 c. F. w. Walther, Die rechte Gestalt einer vom
Staate unabhKngigen evangelisch=lutherischen Ortsgemeinde.
Eine Sammlung von Zeugnissen aus den Bekenntnissschriften
der evang.=luth. Kirche und aus den Privatschriften
rechtgl!ubiger Lehrer derselben, sechste unverKnderte
Auflage (St. Louis: 11 Lutherischer Concordia=Verlag,"
1890). The first edition was published in 1864.
lOSibid., p. iii.
10911 Die praktische AusfUhrung des im Buche vom
"Kirche und Amt" nach den Principien Dargelegten,"
Walther, Briefe, 1:187 (to Wilhelm Sihler, April 24,
1863): see Rechte Gestalt, p. iv; Pfotenhauer,
"Foreword," pp. vii-viii; J[ohn] Theodore Mueller,
"Significance," p. 24.
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congregation and the form which it was to have according
to the Word of God.

The book was on the borderline

between doctrine and practice, which was its strength.
It was addressed to the American scene, where the church
was independent of the civil government.
The third of these important works was Die
evangelisch=lutherische Kirche die wahre sichtbare Kirche
Gottes auf Erden.

It was also designed for presentation

as a convention essay, and the discussion of the themes
took up several conventions of synodical districts. 110

In this book Walther followed the individual theses with
proofs from Scripture and then with testimonies, using
only one category for the confessions and the writings of
the theologians.

The purpose of this book was to counter-

act a false impression that had been falsely derived by
some from the controversy with Grabau.

..

"

In that contro-

versy it had been necessary to refute the false teaching

that the Lutheran Church was the one, holy church outside
of which there was no salvation.

But Walther wanted no

one to think that it was unimportant to recognize and
join the true visible church. 111
110
P. P. Koehneke, "The Evangelical Lutheran
Church, the True Visible Church of God," The Abiding
word: An Anthology of Doctrinal Essays for the Year
1945, ed. Theodore Laetsch (St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1946), 1:290.
111
•Protokolle 6.ber die Sitzungen der Allgemeinen
deutschen evang.=luth. Synode von Missouri, Ohio u. a.
Staaten bei ihrer dreizehnten Versammlung vom 31. October
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Walther was urged to write a dogmatics, but he
never managed to do so largely because he really was too
busy with professorial, editorial, and synodical work. 112
What Walther finally did provide for his students was an
expanded edition of Wilhelm Baier's Compendium Theologiae
Positivae, published in 1879. 113 This work had grown out
of Walther's classroom treatment of dogmatics, in which
he had dictated large portions of material to the
114
students.
What Baier had written in this work was
- left unchanged.
corrected.

11115

It was "supplemented rather than
When reference is made below to the Baier-

bis 10. November 1866," Zwolfter und Dreizehnter Synodal=
Bericht der All emeinen· Deutschen Evan .=Luth. Snode von
Missouri, 0 io u. a. Staaten vom Ja re
u.
66
(St. Louis: Druck von Aug. Wiebusch u. Sohn, 1867), pp.
39-40.
112
walther, Briefe, 1:210 (to H. C. Schwan,
January 4, 1865); 1:237-38 (to Wilhelm Sihler, November
8, 1865); see Meyer, Log Cabin, p. 166.
113 c. F. w. Walther, ed., Joh. Guillelmi Baieri
Compendium Theologiae Positivae, Adjectis Notis Amplioribus, quibus Doctrinae 0rthodoxae ad Ila1Se1av Academician
Explicatur Atque ex Scriptura s. eique Innixis Reationibus
Theologicis Confirmatur, editio auctior et emendatior, 3
vols. (St. Louis: Luth. Concordia-Verlag, 1879); see
Meyer, Log Cabin, pp. 51-52.
114 w. H. T. Dau, "Carl Ferdinand Wilhelm Walther,
D. D.: An Appraisal," Dallmann et al., Walther and the
Church, p. 5.
115 eenry w. Reimann, "C. F. w. Walther's 1879
Edition of Baier's Compendium," The Symposium on Seventeenth Century Lutheranism: Selected Papers (St. Louis:
Symposium on Seventeenth Century Lutheranism, 1962),
1:110.
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Walther Compendium, it should be thought of not as a work
by Walther but as a work which he knew, used, and
approved, and which he was pleased to supplement with
additional quotations and to edit for use by his students
at Concordia Seminary.

The doctrinal position of this

work may in general be thought of as Walther's, but
little and probably none of the wording may be attributed
to him.

Walther greatly expanded the section of citations

on the church.

What had been 37 pages in an 1864 edition
became 69 pages in Walther's 1879 edition. 116 This work,

with the quotations added by Walther, has been highly
praised by Robert D. Preus in his own excellent work on
the theology of Lutheran orthodoxy.

Walther had dug

deeply and read widely in the works of the Lutheran
theologians of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
• •

in less well known works as well as in standard ones.
He was "no haphazard citation theologian," for "consistently he found pertinent and editying sections from a
vast and largely unexplored literature.• 117
Perhaps Walther's greatest theological work was

done at the synodical and district conventions.

Ludwig

Fuerbringer referred to and agreed with a comment by H.
C. Schwan, Walther's successor as synodical president,
116

Ibid., p. 116, note 116.

117
Preus, Post-Reformation Lutheranism, p. 22;
seep. 18.

-•

r
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that Walther was at his best when leading doctrinal
discussions at these conventions. 118

Several different

convention essays will be referred to in the following
chapters, but of especial importance is the series,
already mentioned, which Walther delivered at Western
District conventions from 1873 to 1886 on the theme that
only Lutheran doctrine gave all glory to God alone. 119
Walther founded and edited both Der Lutheraner
(beginning in 1844) and Lehre und Webre (beginning in
1855), at first alone and later with assistance.

He

continued to contribute to these periodicals throughout
his life.

Concordia Historical Institute has a very

helpful index to Walther's writings, which is especially
important in working with articles in these periodicals.
This writer has also paged through these magazines looking
for articles about the doctrine of the church, and he has
found some important material which will be referred to
below.

There are also many brief news items in these

periodicals which were beyond the scope of this dissertation but would make fascinating reading for anyone
118Fuerbringer, "Walther als Kirchenmann," pp.
729-30; Fuerbringer, 80 Eventful Years, pp. 73, 86-87.
119Fuerbringer, 80 Eventful Years, p. 77; August
R. Suelflow, The Heart of Missouri: A History of the
Western District of the Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod
1854-1954 (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1954),
p. 90.
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interested in Walther's views on ecclesiastical events
in his day.
Another important source for this dissertation
has been Walther's many sermon books, which will be
quoted copiously.

The sermons are especially important

for those who want to know how Walther expressed doctrines
in his own words.

He was an excellent preacher and made

a sincere effort to communicate the breadth of Christian
120
doctrine to his congregation.
Walther also taught pastoral theology at Concordia
Seminary.

out of this activity grew another of his

120on Walther's preaching see Henry J. Eggold,

Jr., "Walther, the Preacher" (Th.D. dissertation, Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, 1962); J. H. C. Fritz,
"Walther the Preacher," Concordia Theological Monthly 7
(October 1936) :743-48. The important collections of
Walther's sermons include: Amerikanisch=Lutherische
Epistel Pastille: Predigten uber die meisten epistolischen Perikopen des Kirchenjahrs u. freie Texte (St.
Louis: Lutherischer Concordia Verlag [1882]);
Amerikanisch=Lutherische Evangelien Pastille: Predigten
Uber die evangelischen Pericopen des Kirchenjahrs (St.
Louis: Concordia Publishing House [1870)); Casual=
Predigten und =Reden (St. Louis: Lutherischer Concordia=
Verlag, 1889); Festklange: Predigten uber Festtexte des
Kirchenjahrs (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House,
1892); Gnaden"ahr: Predi ten uber die Evan elien des
KirchenJa s St. Louis: Lut erischer Concordia-Verlag,
1891); Licht des Lebens: Ein Jahr an von Evan elienPredigten, e. C. J. Otto Hanser St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1905); Lutherische Brosamen: Predigten
und Reden, seit 1847 theils in Pamphletform, theils in
Zeitschriften bereits erschienen, in einem Sammelband
aufs Neue dargeboten (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing
House, 1897). Lutherische Brosamen is especially significant for the doctrine of the church, for it contains
several of Walther's addresses at synodical conventions,
as well as some particularly relevant sermons.
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famous books, Amerikanisch=Lutherische
Pastoraltheologie.

121

This work is largely a compilation

of quotations from Luther and other writers on pastoral
theology.

Walther also made important comments himself,

especially on things pertinent to the American scene which
Lutheran pastors had not encountered in Germany.

This

work first appeared as a book in 1872, but it had been
serialized in Lehre und Wehre from 1865 to 1871 under
the title "Materialen zur Pastoraltheologie. 11122
In all of these works Walther did not pretend to
be working out the doctrine of the church.

Loehe and

others believed that this doctrine had not been fully
discussed or settled in the Lutheran Church.

123

Walther

could quote so copiously from Luther and later Lutheran
theologians because this doctrine had been thought and

·-· ·-·· ..

fought over in Lutheranism, even as part of the Reformation's doctrinal struggle itself.

He believed that this

doctrine was settled in the Lutheran confessions also. 124
121c. F. w. Walther, Amerikanisch=Lutherische
Pastoraltheologie, 5. Auflage (St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1906).
122walther, Pastorale, p. iii; Meyer, Log Cabin,
p. 51.
123 [wilhelm] Loehe to G. E. C. F. Sievers, August
4, 1853, MS., CHI, cited in Carls. Meyer, Moving Frontiers: Readin sin the Bister of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Sync
St. Louis: Concor ia Pu is ing House,
1964), p. 123; cf. Walther, Brosamen, p. 558.

124 walther, Kirche und Amt, p. v-vii, ix; Casual=
Pre~ten, pp. 68-80; Brosamen, pp. 534, 558; Walther to
"Eh
ndiger Herr!" March 11, 1878, Correspondence, CHI.

so
Walther believed that historical circumstances had
prevented Luther from carrying out the doctrine of the
church in practice. 125 This paper is not about Walther's
doctrine of the church as if he had some doctrine of the
church that was peculiar to himself.

He wrote in a letter

/ about •my doctrine of the church, that is, the doctrine

q

of the Scripture and our symbols, which God has granted
that I should recognize.• 126 The following chapters are
about this doctrine of the church in the writings of Dr.

, c.

F.

w.

Walther.

125

Walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 49; [C. F.. W.]
W[alther], "Die Aufgabe unserer Zeit," Lehre und Webre
17 (November 1871):351-52.
126 •Meine Lehre ;on der Kirche, das heisst, die
Lehre der Schrift und unserer Symbole von der Kirche, die
mir Gott zu erkennen gegeben hat," Walther, Briefe, 2:
19 (to Pastor Th. Ruhland, March 2, 1866).
.. .....

CHAPTER II
THE CHURCH:

THE INVISIBLE

COMMUNION OF SAINTS
The most proper sense in which the word "church"
was used, according to Walther, was to refer to this
invisible church.

This was not an abstraction but

actually referred to all true believers in Jesus Christ.
This chapter discusses the collective nature of the
invisible church and explains that its invisibility consisted in the invisibility of the faith, hidden in the
human heart, which made a person a member of the church.
This chapter also deals with those attributes of the
church which are listed in the Nicene Creed, namely that
the church is "one, holy, catholic (Christian), and
apostolic."

Walther applied these to the invisible

church as the only sense in which the church was a matter
of faith.

Finally the Word of God and the Sacraments are

set forth as the only unmistakable signs of the presence
of the invisible church.

51

52

The Church Founded by God in
Time and Eternity
/

All of Christian doctrine could be organized in a

theological system around the doctrine of the church.
1

Walther himself did not follow this procedure.

He did

not favor the building of theological systems but preferred treating each theological topic individually. 1
But Walther was aware that the work of the Trinity could
be discussed in terms of the church.
elected the church in eternity.
the church in time.

God the Father had

God the Son had redeemed

God the Holy Spirit continued to

call men to the church through the Gospel. 2

This outline

will be followed as an introduction to Walther's statements about the invisible church.
Walther taught that God's original eternal decree
(Rathschluss) to create men was accompanied by God's will···~ · ·•
that there should be not simply a crowd of individuals
but that they should be united in a kingdom under His
3
rule.
God had foreseen in eternity that his Human
creatures would fall into sin, and He had decided to
1

Walther, Western District, 1874, pp. 40-42;
Briefe, 1:210 (to H. C. Schwan, January 4, 1865).
2
walther, Brosamen, p. 160; Epistel Postille,
p. 40; see Festkllnge, pp. 351-52; Baier-Walther,
Compendium, 3:626-7.
3

Walther, Casual=Predigten, p. 69; c. F. w.
Walther, Ansprachen und Gebete gesprochen in den
Versammlungen der ev.=luth. Gesammtgemeinde und ihres
Vorstandes (St. Louis: Lutherischer Concordia=Verlag,
1888), p. 98.
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provide for their redemption in Christ. 4

God did not

intend that redemption should result in a number of saved
individuals only.

Walther taught that the church was

part of God's eternal plan of redemption, specifically
part of the goai. 5
Walther is known for his strong position that
eternal election is totally uncaused by anything temporal.
He defended this doctrine in the Predestinarian Controversy of the late 1870s and early 1880s.

In other

centuries theologians who took a strong stand on predestination had defined the church largely in terms of
election.

The church was made up of the elect.

This was

true of John Wycliffe, uohn Hus, Ulrich Zwingli, and John
Calvin, and it is also apparent in the Westminster Confession and the Heidelberg Catechism. 6

These theologians

were not influential on Walther as the Lutheran tradition
was.

He did not think highly of Reformed theology.

It

must also be remembered that the doctrine of the church,
which occupied Walther's earlier years, was not really at
issue in the Predestinarian Controversy among American
Lutherans, which occupied Walther during the late 1870s
4 walther, Epistel Pastille, pp. 301-2; Western
District, 1873, pp. 77-78.
5 walther, Casual=Predigten, pp. 69-70; C. F. W.
Walther "Antwort au£ die neueste Vertheidigung der
Union, Der Lutheraner 1 (August 9, 1845):97.
6 Reinhold Seeberg, Text-Book of the History of
Doctrines, trans. Charles E. Hay, two vols. (Grand Rapids,
Michigan: Baker Book House, 1977), 2:211, 315-16, 408,
419-20.
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4

and early 1880s.

These facts will help to explain that

election did not play a major role in Walther's writings

I

vii

\ about the church.

Walther did mention election in connection with
the church.

He often quoted l Peter 2: 9 , where the

people of God was called •a chosen generation. 11 7

Walther

frequently included election in his expanded synonyms
for the church, for example, the "congregation of the
holy and elect. • 8 In the Baier-Walther Compendium which
had not been organized by Walther, the doctrine of the
church immediately followed that of predestination.

The

relationship between the two was explained as a matter of
realizing that in talking about the members of the church
one was talking about the elect. 9

/

✓

Walther himself spoke

in this way, but he held strongly to the Lutheran doctrine
.... -· ....
of universal grace. He said that God wanted everyone to
belong the the church and that men alone cut themselves

, off fran the church. ~o
7

•Das auserwlhlte Geschlecht," e.g. Walther,
Kirche und .Amt, p. 31.
8
•Gemeinde der Heiligen und Auserwahl ten, 11
Walther, Brosamen, p. 532; seep. 543; Epistel Pastille,
p. 70; Evangellen Pastille, p. 205.
9

Baier-Walther, Compendium, 3:614.
10
Walther, Brosamen, pp. 164-65, 404; Epistel
Postille, p. 154. On universal grace see Walther,
Western District, 1873, pp. 53-54, 56, 62; western
District, 1874, pp. 31-33, 38-39; Evangelien Pastille,
p. 175; Gnaden~ahr, pp. 255, 335-36; Goldk6rner, p. 23.
See below p. 7 -73.
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Walther expressed the purpose of the incarnation
and work of Christ in terms of the church.

Christ came

into the world to set up His Kingdom of Grace
(Gnadenreich) and to build His church. 11

Walther found

this point literally expressed in John 11:51-52.

The

purpose of Christ's death was the bringing together of
12
the children of God.
The chief purpose for the work of
Christ was setting up the church of the elect, in which
men could find grace, the forgiveness of sins, righteousness, and eternal life. 13
Walther held firmly to the objective, factual
redemption by Christ as the basis (Grund) of the church. 14
According to His Person and according to His office and
work, Christ was the foundation (Grund) of the church as
was expressed in 1 Cor. 3:11 and Eph. 2:19-22.

Walther

used these verses to maintain this doctrinal point
against the Roman Catholic interpretation of Matt. 16:18,
which made the papacy fundamental for the church.

He

believed that he was letting Scripture interpret Scripture
11walther, Evangelien Pastille, p. 223;
Festklange, pp. 288-89.

12walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 2.
13 walther, Licht des Lebens, p. 142.
14walther, Festklange, pp. 351-52; [C. F. w.
Walther) "Predigt zur Er6ffnung der Synodaldistricts=
Versammlungen im Jahre 1875," Der Lutheraner 31
(July 15, 1875):105.

56

when he then interpreted the Rock in Matt. 16:18 as
Christ Himself. 15

Christ's work of redemption in and of itself
brought no one into the church.
and opened the door.

It had provided the way

The church had been called into

being in time through the Word of God.

This was the

temporal realization of eternal election.

Walther taught

that Christ Himself had been a Preacher, but the continuation of the preaching was through the apostles under
the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.
/

✓

The purpose of

sending the Holy Spirit was the preaching of God's Word
so that men would be converted and brought into the

'church. 16

It was consi:stent with this point of view that

Walther often preached about the church on Pentecost,
which he considered the anniversary of the founding of
the church. 17
Walther did not teach that the church had first
come into being on Pentecost.

The church had existed

since the promise of a Saviour had first been given to
Adam and Eve.

Ever since there had been per sons who

stood in a relationship of grace with God on the basis
15

Walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 3.

16

Walther, •predigt zur Er6ffnung • • • 1875,"
p. 105; Festkllnge, pp. 288-89.
17

Walther, Festkllnge, pp. 288, 290, 343;
see Evangelien Pastille, p. 205.
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of the promise.

18

The church, both visible and invisible,

had existed from the time when the promise had first been
given.

Walther discussed the Old Testament church as a

real church, but he noted that its external situation
differed greatly from that of the New Testament church. 19
Four thousand years after the promise had first been
given, the New Testament church began to be built. 20

It

was not something entirely new; it was a public beginning
for Christ's kingdom. 21 Walther saw it as the beginning
of a new era for the church, reaching beyond the temporal,
ethnic, geographical limitations of the Old Testament
church.
The Collective Nature of the Church
According to Franz Pieper, who was Walther's
student, colleague and successor, Walther in his doctrinalp
lectures at Concordia Seminary designated as the main
question in the doctrine of the church what the church
properly (eigentlich) is. 22 In a sermon delivered in
18 walther, Festklange, p. 302; see Licht des
Lebens, p. 678.
19walther, Festklange, p. 303, 344-45; EEistel
Pastille, p. 40.
20walther, Festklange, p. 304. As this section
shows, Walther did not hesitate to date creation roughly
four millennia before Christ.
21 walther, Gnadenjahr, pp. 306-7.
22 P[ieper], 35 (April 1889):107.
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Lent, 1851, in the midst of the controversy with Grabau,
Walther said, "The most important question is, however,
just this:

What is the church properly, in the true

sense of the word, what is the church to which those
glorious promises have been given that it alone has?"

23

This question was important in itself and, Walther said,
in the hearts of Christians in his day. 24
In the Baier-Walther Compendium the Greek word
ecclesia was called a collective noun. 25 Walther
operated with it as such.

Pieper quoted the theological

axiom, "The Christians are the church. 1126

That Walther

shared this understanding is shown by his epexegetical
explanations of the church:

"the whole church, that is,
all true believing Christians, 1127 "the church or all true
believing Christians; 1128 and "the church, i.e., the
..

23

-· ..

"Die wichtigste Frage i ·s t aber eben diese: Was
1st eigentlich, was ist im wahren Sinne des Wortes die
Kirche, was 1st die Kirche, welcher jene herrlichen
Verheissungen gegeben sind, die nur sie hat?" Walther,
Epistel Pastille, p. 151. The emphasis was Walther's.
24

25
3:614.

Ibid., p. 150.
"Nomen collectivum," Baier-Walther, Compendium,

26

"Christiani sunt ecclesia," Franz Pieper,
Christliche Dogmatik, 3 vols. (St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1917-1924), 3:429.
27"Die ganze Kirche, das heisst, alle wahren
gliubigen Christen," [C. F. w. Walther] "Das Gemeindewahlrecht," Der Lutheraner (November 13, 1860) :49.
28"0 er Ki rche oder aller wahrhaft glAubigen
Christen• (genitive case), Walther, Brosamen, p. 467;
seep. 44.

.,
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the believers.

1129

In the same language, Walther spoke
of "the church of the believers." 30
Walther used many synonyms for the church.
all of them were collective nouns of his usage.

Almost

Walther

called the church a "number" (Anzahl) or a "group"
(Schaar) of people who are Christians. 31 In Walther's
basic definitions of the church, he called it the
"totality" (Gesammtheit) of all Christians.

l:n Kirche

und Amt Walther defined the church as follows:
The church in the proper sense of the word is the
communion of saints, i.e. the totality of all those
who have been called by the Holy Spirit through the
Gospel out of the lost, damned race of men, truly
believe in Christ, and are sanctified and incorporated
into Christ through this faith.32
In Wahre sichtbare Kirche Walther defined the church as
"the totality of all who believe on Christ and are
...

-- ....

2911 oie Kirche, d. i. die Glaubigen," Walther,
Kirche und Amt, p. 315.
3011 oie Kirche der Glaubigen," Walther, Brosamen,
p. 463; see pp. 448, 537.
31 walther, Festklange, p. 291; "Predigt zur
Eroffnung • • • 1875," p. 105; Casual=Predigten, p. 71.
The reader should not that Walther's orthography differed from modern German spelling. Words like Schaar
will be spelled in this paper as they were spelled in
Walther's original.
3211 oie Kirche in eigentlichen Sinne des Wortes 1st
die Gemeinde der Heiligen, d. i. die Gesammtheit aller
derjenigen, welche, durch das Evangelium aus dem verlorenen, verdammten Menschengeschlecht vom Heiligen
Geiste herausgerufen, an Christum wahrhaft glauben und
durch diesen Glauben geheiligt und Christo einverleibt
sind, 11 Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 1.
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sanctified through this faith. • 33

Even more simply, in ..:

the first of the Altenburg Theses fran 1841, Walther
called the church "the totality of all true believers. "

34

Walther did expand on this term in a number of ways, but
he was always identifying or designating all true
/ Christians. 35 The basic concept of the church for
Walther was that the essence or nature of the church was
./I

the people who belonged to it through their relationship
to Christ, in other words, through faith.

This was also

the basic position of Luther and Lutheranism on the
nature of the church. 36
33 •oie Gesammtheit aller an Christum wahrhaft
Glaubenden und durch di:esen Glauben Geheiligten,"
Walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 3.
34

K6stering, Auswanderung, p. 51; see Walther,
Kirche und Amt, p. 2; Brosamen, p. 285; "Antwort auf die
neueste Vertheidigung, 11 p. 82; see Proceedings of a Free-• ..
En lish Lutheran Conference held in the Town of Gravelton,
Wayne Co.,
August
• -20. A. D.
7 2 Columbus,
Ohio: John J. Gassmann, Printer, 1872), p. 24; Pfotenhauer, •Foreword," Dallmann et al, Walther and the Church,
p. vii, Spitz, •walther Continues," p. 41.

P

Mo.,

35

Walther, Brosamen, p. 164; "Antwort au£ die
neueste Vertheidigung, 8 p. 97.
36
on Luther see Seeberg, 2:291-92; Bengt Hagglund,
History of Theology, trans. Gene J. Lund (St. Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 1968), pp. 244-45. On later
Lutheran theology see Heinrich Schmid, The Doctrinal
Theology of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, 3rd rev.
ed., trans. Charles E. Hay and Henry E. Jacobs
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 18 9 9) , pp.
582-85, 591-93. For those who have access to Walther's
writings about the church, these books can serve as
excellent guides to the study of the doctrine of the
church in Luther, the Lutheran confessions, and the
theologians of Lutheran orthodoxy. The quotations which
follow the theses in books like Kirche und Amt and

.,
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Walther had a very rich terminology for the
church.

In his sermons he would link many pictures of
the church together. 37 But he consistently spoke of the

church in collective terms.

In the Baier-Walther

Compendium the church had been called an assembly
38
(coetus).
Walther quoted the seventh and eighth
articles of the Augsburg Confession, where the church was
also called an assembly (Versammlung, congregatio) • 39
John Gerhard, one of the greatest Lutheran theologians
of the seventeenth century and one of those most important
for Walther's position on the church, was quoted calling
it a society (societas), which Walther translated with
the German word Gesellschaft. 40 Walther also spoke of
the church as a "little group, 1141 as"Christ's herd of
Wahre sichtbare Kirche repeatedly demonstrate the agree---.
ment of Walther's statements with those of earlier
Lutherans.
37 walther, Brosamen, pp. 255-56, 444, 590; Casual=
Predigten, pp. 70-71; Epistel Pastille, pp. 150-51.
38 Baier-Walther, Compendium, 3:633. This work was
not composed by Walther, but the fact that he issued an
edition for use in dogmatics courses at Concordia Seminary
indicates a large measure of approval of the book.
39walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 3; Wahre sichtbare
Kirche, p. 4.
40walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 5, quoting Gerhard,
Loe. th. de eccl. §51. The Latin original appeared in
the footnote on pp. 5-6 of Kirche und Amt.
4111 HKuflein," Walther, Epistel Pastille, p. 70.
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lambs,• 42 and as Noah' s Ark or simply a ship.

43

This was

still collective terminology, for a ship carried a group of people, to which the language really ref erred.
was the figure of speech known as metonomy.

This

The con-

tainer, in this case the ship, was named while the intention was to refer to the contents, namely, the passengers.
Walther also referred to the church as the Bride of
Christ, which is not collective terminology, but in context Walther used it with language that was specifically
collective. 44 Walther called the church the temple,
house, or dwelling place (Wohnung) of God.

This was not

metonomy, but the picture of the building itself was of
a compound or composite thing stressing that it was
formed by a coming together of individual components. 45
Walther did not see the members of the church
merely as individuals who happened to have in common
their faith in Christ.

The Christians were very

42

"Die Lammerheerde Christi," Walther, Festklange,
p. 4561 see C. F. W. Walther, Die rechte Unterscheidung
von Gesetz und Evangelium: 39 Abendvortrage (St. Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 1901), p. 324.
43

Walther, Evangelien Postille, p. 801 Goldk6rner,
P· 201 Epistel Postille, p. 1541 Licht des Lebens, pp.
142-43.

44

Walther, Casual=Predigten, p. 71.

45

Walther, Brosamen, pp. 223, 447-481 5921 see
Kirche und Amt, p. 21 Western District, 1873, p. 321
Evangelien Postille, p. 2061 Wahre sichtbare Kirche,
p. 11.

63

definitely related to each other in the church.

The word

which expressed this relationship most basically was the
word Gemeinde.

This word is frequently translated into

English as "congregation," and in German i t often referred
to the local church or congregation.

Walther used it

this way, but he also used it in a much broader sense.
It was often synonymous with the word Kirche ("church")
in the full sense of that word, referring to all Christians.46

Walther regularly used these words interchange-

ably as in "Kirche oder Gemeinde" ("church or congregation").47

He supported Luther's translation of the Greek

word ecclesia as Gemeine.

48

Walther said that Kirche and

Gemeinde were "one and the same. 1149
"thoroughly synonymous words. 1150

There were

The background was the

fact that the German translation of the Apostles' Creed
in the third article read "Eine heilige christliche
46 E.g,

Walther, Goldk5rner, p. 24.

47
walther, Kirche und .Amt, p. 316, 384; Brosamen,
pp. 316, 444, 466, 489; Evangelien Postille, p. 205;
Epistel Postille, p. 405; see Hermann Sasse, In Statu
Confessionis: Gesammelte Aufsatze, ed. Friedrich Wilhelm
Hopf (Berlin: Lutherisches Verlagshaus, 1966), pp. 13940; William Elmer Goerss, "Some of the Hermeneutical Presuppositions and Part of the Exegetical Methodology of
Georg Stoeckhardt" (Th.D. dissertation, Concordia
Seminary, St. Louis, 1964), pp. 96-97.
48 walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 326; Gemeine
was an alternate spelling, more common in Luther's day.
4911 Eins und dasselbe," "Walther, Ansprachen, p. 49.
5011 ourchaus gleichbedeutende Worte," Walther,
Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 3.
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Kirche, die Gemeine der Heiligen."

The theological

significance of the communion of saints was expressed by
/

Gemeinde.

In common with Luther, Walther considered "the

communion of saints" an explanation or clarification of
, the preceding phrase. 51

Commenting on Matt. 16 : 18 ,

Walther taught that being built on Christ as the Rock
through true faith and being a member of this church or
camnunion of saints were inseparable. 52 Christians were
related to Christ and therefore to each other.
Walther understood the New Testament term "the
kingdom of God" or "the kingdom of heaven" as referring
plainly and simply to the church.

Although Walther did

not devote nearly as mu~h time to patristic studies as
he did to Biblical studies and the history of Lutheran
theology, it may be noted that this application of the
term "kingdom of God" to the church even in its present
situation is found in the works of St. Augustine. 53
51
Walther, Kirche und Amt, pp. 2-3; Wahre
sichtbare Kirche, p. 7. In both places Walther quoted
Article III of Luther's Large Catechism. On Luther see
also Seeberg, History of Doctrines, 1:291-92; Hagglund,
History of Theology, pp. 244-45.
52
c. F. w. Walther, Von der Pflicht der Christen,
sich an eine rechtglaubige Ortsgemeinde gliedlich
anzuschliessen. Verhandlungen der ersten deutschen
ev.=luth. Gemeinde U. A. C. zu St. Louis, Mo.
(St.
11
Louis: Druckerei des Lutherischen Concordia=Verlages,"
1880), p. 10.
53

Seeberg, History of Doctrines, 1:326.
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Walther spoke of "the kingdom of God or the church,• 54
and "His [Christ's] kingdom, or, which is the same, the
55
church.
Walther wrote, "The church is, dear reader,
the kingdom which Christ, the Son of God and Savior of
the world, has founded on earth. 1156

Walther believed

that the church was the exact referent of this New
Testament terminology in every case:
But when the holy Scripture speaks about the kingdom
of heaven on earth, one is always to understand the
divine foundation of the Christian church; for
example, when Christ says:
"Repent, for the kingdom
of heaven is at hand," that means, the time is near,
in which the kingdom of grace of the new covenant,
the church of Christ, will be erected.57
5411

oas Reich Gottes oder die Kirche," Walther,
Briefe, 2:232 (to his son Ferdinand, September 9, 1871);
see Epistel Pastille, p. 121; Brosamen, pp. 519-20.
5511
sein Reich, oder was dasselbe ist, die Kirche,"
Walther, Brosamen, p. 498; see Licht des Lebens, p. 151,
311; Evangelien Pastille, p. 389; Epistel Pastille, p. 56. ·
5611 01e Kirche ist, lieber Leser, das Reich, welches
Christus, der Sohn Gottes und Heiland der Welt, auf Erden
gestiftet hat," C. F. w. Walther, "Wort und Sacrament,
die einzig untrilglichen Kennzeichen der Kirche," Der
Lutheraner 1 (November 18, 1844) :21.
5711 wird aber in der heiligen Schrift von einem
Himmelreich auf Erden geredet, so 1st darunter inuner das
gottliche Stift der christlichen Kirche zu verstehen;
wenn z. B. Christus spricht:
"Thut Busse, denn das
Hinunelreich 1st nahe herbeigekommen," so heisst das, die
Zeit 1st nahe, in welcher das Gnadenreich des Neuen
Bundes, die Kirche Christi, aufgerichtet werden sell,"
C. F. w. Walther, Predigtentwilrfe und nicht ganz
ausgefilhrte Predigten und Casualreden (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, l903), p. 56. Walther did not
operate with the traditional distinction . into the kingdoms of power, grace and glory though he used some of
this language (e.g. Walther, Evangelien Postille, p.
123) .
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The term "kingdom" also put the Christians into a
relationship with each other, for they were fellow citizens.

A related term was Volk, or "people."

This word

was used twice in Luther's German translation of 1 Peter
2:9, which Walther applied direct1 y to the Church. 58

F or

Walther the church was "a believing people of God. 1159
Walther also used the term "Body of Christ" to
refer to the church, Christ being the Head of the body.
In this usage,

8

body 8 was a collective noun, for Walther

carried out the Biblical picture and language according
to which the individual Christians were members of the
body.
8

The German word Glied, like the English word

member, • ref erred to a member of a group or to a member

of a body.

This ambiguity served to drive home the force

of the figure.

Walther wrote:

.. . -· .....

Accordingly, if Christ is the Head of the congregation or church, and the latter is His body, then the
proper, true church is the totality of all those
who are united with Christ as the members of a body
are united with their head.60
58

See Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 31.

59
nEin glaubiges Volk Gottes," Walther, Epistel
Pastille, p. 308.
6011
1st hiernach Christus das Haupt der Gemeine
oder Kirche und diese sein Leib, so 1st die eigentliche
wahre Kirche die Gesammtheit aller derjenigen, welche mit
Christo wie die Glieder eines Leibes mit ihrem Haupte
verbunden sind," Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 1, referring
to Eph. 1:22-23; see Walther to Pastor Steimle, January
25, 1861, Correspondence, CHI.
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The term "body" also expressed the unity of the
church.

In the Baier-Walther Compendium this unity was

treated in a very realistic way.

It was physical

(physicum) in the sense that power and influence actually
flowed from the Head to the members.

61

Walther told his

students in one of the Friday evening lectures, where
practical applications of doctrine were discussed, that
the tertium comparationis of this figure was "that the
church is not composed of many dead instruments, that the
church is an organism of members through which there
flows one faith and one life of faith. 1162
The Membership of the Church:
All Saints
The membership of the church had been an issue
for most of American Lutheranism, especially as i t
encountered revivalism. 63

Doubt about whether or not

·-· -· .

they belonged to the church was part of the spiritual
distress the Saxon emigrants had experienced after the
deposition of Martin Stephan.

Walther looked back on

61 saier-Walther, Compendium, 3:621. Similar language had been used by other Lutherans in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries. See pp. 621-22; Schmid,
Doctrinal Theology, pp. 582, 585-86.
6211 oass die Kirche nicht aus vielen todten
werkzeugen zusammengesetzt ist, dass die Kirche ein
Organismus van Gliedern ist, die van einem Glauben, van
einem Glaubensleben durchstr6mt sind, 11 Walther, Rechte
Unterscheidung, p. 324. The emphasis was in the original.
63 sergendoff, Doctrine of the Church, pp. 87-88.

68

those days •with horror. • 64

It was very important to

know whether or not one belonged to the church because it
was the same question as whether or not one was saved,
65
whether or not one was one of the children of God.
Christ had given tremendous promises to the church,
including endurance in spite of the powers of hell, being
part of God's kingdom, the continual presence of Christ
until the end of the world, and the authority to forgive
sins.

After sununarizing these promises in a sermon from

1851 Walther asked:
But what can be more important than knowing to whom
these glorious promises have been given? what more
important than knowing whether one belongs to this
glorious church, outside of which there is no
salvation?66
·
Walther did not believe that the number of church
members was very large.

After recounting the history ~~--

fall and of salvation, he said in a sermon, "From this
you see:

as large as the number of children of

~

in the world is, so small is the number of the children
67
of God. •
The membership of the church included all

64
65

"Mit Schauer," Walther, Brosamen, p. 476.
Ibid. , p. 16 4 •

66

•was kann aber wichtiger sein, als zu wissen,
wem diese herrlichen Verheissungen gegeben sind? was
wichtiger, als zu wissen, ob man zu dieser herrlichen
Kirche, ausser welcher kein Heil und keine Seligkeit ist,
geh6re?• Walther, Epistel Pastille pp 150-51 see
p . 15 4 •
----;;;.._;;;;..;;.;;;;;.;:.::.::.::::.:. '
•
'
67

•a1eraus seht ihr: so gross die Ansahl der
Menschenkinder in der Welt ist, so klein 1st die Anzahl

69

believers.

No one who was not a believer, no unregenerate

person was a true church member, even if he was externally
a church member or even held an office in the church.
But all believers were members, even if they were in a
sect or heretical group externally or even had no formal
connection to the church. 68
The church belonged to Christ and was His body.
Walther taught that one could belong to the church only
through Christ. 69

The relationship to Christ was faith.

Commenting on Matt. 16:18 Walther wrote, "The church in
the proper sense is therefore in its members built on the
Rock Christ and His Word; but only he is built thereon
who is founded thereon ·in living faith. 1170 The same
point could be expressed in terms of Eph. 2:19-22, on the
basis of which Walther concluded, "Therefore he who does
not stand in living faith is no member of the church. 1171
der Gotteskinder," Walther, Epistel Pastille, p. 40.
The emphasis was Walther's.
68 p[ieper], "Dr. C. F. w. Walther als Theologe,"
35 (April 1889):108-9.
69 walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 10; Goldk6rner,

p. 22; see A. Bromel, Homiletische Charakterbilder, neue
Ausgabe (Leipzig: J.C. Hinrich'sche Buchhandlung,
1897), p. 322.
7011 oie Kirche in eigentlichen Sinne ist also in
ihren Gliedern auf den Felsen Christum und sein Wort
gebaut; darauf ist aber allein der gebaut, der im
lebendigen Glauben darauf gegriindet ist," Walther, Kirche
und Amt, p. 2. The emphasis was Walther's.
7111 wer also nicht im lebendigen Glauben steht, ist
kein Glied der Kirche," Walther, Rechte Unterscheidung,

70
This faith was the full confidence that one's sins were

forgiven. 72 It was accepting the grace of God in
Christ. 73 In pastoral imagery, this faith was hearing
Christ's voice and accepting Him as the Shepherd of one's
soul. 74 In a sermon at a synodical convention Walther
said that everyone who had this faith was a member of the

church. 75

This faith was all that was required for

church membership.

In a Pentecost sermon on John 14:

23-31, Walther seemed at first to add love to the require-

ments for true church membership, namely the love for
Christ that would keep His Word.

But Walther explained

that this text did not really have this implication.

It

only explained what kind of faith made one a church member, specifically a lively, powerful faith that would lead
to active love for Christ. 76
Walther also dealt with the question of who was
not a member of the church.

His position corresponded to

p. 323; see Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 4; Festkliinge,
p. 294.
72Walther,
EEistel Pastille, p. 153.
73 Walther,
Casual=Predigten, p. 218.
74
walther, Evangelien Pastille, p. 175; see
Brosamen, p. SOS.
75
Walther, Brosamen, p. 467; "Gemeindewahlrecht,"
p. 49; see Baier-Walther, Compendium, 3:360.
76
walther, Evangelien Pastille, pp. 206-7; see
Brosamen, p. 166.

71
his statements on faith and church membership.

In an

1844 sermon he said that everyone who did not have faith
in Christ was not a member of the church. 77

This was

true irrespective of one's external relationship to the
church, for nothing external made one a member of the
78
church.
A person who had been a living member of·
Christ's body but died as such, that is, lost faith, was
not a dead member but was no member at all.

According to

Walther, the opposite opinion, which was held by Franz
Delitzsch, would have made Christ's body in part a
79
corpse.
According to the Baier-Walther Compendium,
dead members were called members only equivocally
(aeguivoce). 80
In Kirche und Amt Walther wrote that "no godless
person, no hypocrite, no unregenerate person, no heretic"
belonged to the church in the proper sense of the word. 81
Walther said that 1 John 2:19 excluded hypocrites from
77 see Walther, Gnadenjahr, p. 257.
78 walther, Festklange, pp. 293-94; Evangelien
Pastille, pp. 130, 207.
79 walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 348; for
Delitzsch's position see Baier-Walther, Compendium,
3:620-21, where there are quotations from Franz Delitzsch,
Vier Bucher von der Kirche (Dresden, 1847), pp. 33. sq.,
42. sq.
80Baier-Walther, Compendium, 3:617. See this context for quotations from John Gerhard.
8111 Kein Gottloser, kein Beuchler, kein Unwiedergeborener, kein Ketzer," Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 10;
see Baier-Walther, Compendium, 3:617.

72

ever having belonged to the church.
person belonged to the church. 83
those who did not have faith.

82

No unregenerate

The unregenerate were

So by this point Walther

did not add to the requirements for church membership.
Walther also specifically excluded false teachers from
true membership in the church, as he was able to support
this position as the Lutheran one with a quotation from
84
the Apology of the Augsburg Confession.
Walther did not deal in depth with the relationship between election and church membership.

He said
85
that all of the elect were members of the church.
In
. t.
86
one pace
h e put the e 1ect and the c h urc h in apposi ion.
1
Walther taught that the elect were not to be sought apart
from the group of those called by the Gospel. 87

This

writer has not found Walther saying whether or not the
elect were church members before their conversion.
Because he denied church membership to the unregenerate,
it is unlikely that he would have said that those elect
persons not yet converted were church members.
82

Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 10; see pp. 3-4.
83walther, Wahre sichtbare
Kirche, p. 27, quoting
Article VII of the Apology of the Augsburg Confession.
84 Ibid.
85

See Walther, Epistel Postille, p. 154.

86

Walther, Brosamen, p. 404.
87
"Ausser dem Haufen der Berufenen,
_K_i_r_c_h_e_u_n_d_Am~t, p. 161.

11

Walther,

73
There were also persons who were converted but
did not persevere to the end.

It would seem to follow

from Walther's position that they were true church members during the time when they believed.
view of the Baier-Walther Compendium. 88

This was the
But in Wahre

sichtbare Kirche Walther commented on Heb. 3:6, "Therefore according to this only those are the true members
of the house of Christ or His church, who persevere in
trust or faith until the end. 1189

This may be a discrep-

ancy in Walther's thinking, but Walther, like the
Lutherans of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, was
more concerned to be Biblical than to be self-consistent.
Walther included baptism in the category of what
90
made a person a church member.
Baptism was "the sacrament of regeneration to the kingdom of God. 1191

But i t

was not an absolute requirement, Walther taught, in
accord with the orthodox Lutheran theologian John
88

Baier-Walther, Compendium, 3:617.

8911 Hiernach sind also nur die die wahren Glieder
des Hauses Christi oder seiner Kirche, welche im
Vertrauen oder Glauben bis zum Ende beharren," Walther,
Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 4.
90walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 4, see Eph.
5:23-27. Baptism functioned this way also for Luther.
See Seeberg, History of Doctrines 2:292.
9111 oas Sacrament der Wiedergeburt zum Reiche
Gottes," Walther, Pastorale, p. 190; see Briefe, 1:38
(to Liddy Lochner, February 24, 1847); Kirche und Amt,
pp. 102-3, quoting John Gerhard, Locus de ecclesia,
§128.

74
Gerhard. 92

Walther did not have an ex opere operato view

of baptism, so the mere fact of having been baptized did ·
not make one a true member of the church. 93

Nothing

/external by itself could make one a member of the church,
✓✓

but something external could be the means through which

'\ one became a church member.

94

The Invisibility of the Church
Walther insisted that the true church was
invisible and that "the external being of the church,
which you see, is not the true church;

. . .

In

Kirche und Amt he wrote, "The church in the proper sense
of the word is invisible. 1196 At the synodical convention
of 1851 it was said that the basis for this work by
Walther was that the church was essentially (dem wesen
92
walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 6, quoting John
Gerhard, Loe. de eccl. §54.
93
walther, Western District, 1875, pp. 45-46;
Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 348; cf. Delitzsch, Vier
Bilcher, pp. 42. sq., listed under "Antitheses," BaierWalther, Compendium, 3:620-21 •
•

94

Walther, Evangelien Pastille, p. 130.

95

"Das ausserliche Kirchenwesen, was ihr sehet,
ist die wahre Kirche nicht; • • • " Walther, Festklange,

p. 295.

96
"Die Kirche im eigentlichen Sinne des Wortes ist
unsichtbar." Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 14, referring
to Luke 20:21 and, on p. 15, to 1 Peter 2:5 and 2 Tim.
2:19. The whole sentence was emphasized in the original.

75
nach) invisible.

97

was never visible.

Walther taught that the true church
98

According to Abraham Calov, another

important seventeenth century Lutheran theologian whom
Walther quoted, the group (Haufe, coetus) in which the
church was could be seen and identified by Word and
Sacrament, but that group which properly speaking was
the church could not be seen nor pointed out. 99
corresponded to Luther's position. 100

This

It was a principle\

for Walther that the Bible was referring to the invisible //✓
church in any case in which there was no indication that
the church in any other sense was meant. 101

/

The invisibility of the church was self-evident
to Walther from the fact that the church was included in
the Apostle's Creed.

The creed was a statement of faith,

an enumeration of things in which one believed.
did not believe that one could see •
. d wen
h
. ht was possible. 102
require
sig

But one

Faith was not
According to

97 FUnfter Synodal=Bericht der deutschen Ev.=Luth.
Synode von Missouri, Ohio u. a. Staaten vom Jahre 1851,
zweite Auflage (St. Louis: Druckerei der Synode von
Missouri, Ohio und andern Staaten, 1876), p. 170.
98 cwalther] "Antwort auf die neueste Vertheidigung , " p • 8 6 •
99Abraham Calov, System., Tom. VIII, p. 264, cited
in Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 27 and in Baier-Walther,
Compendium, 3:650.
100seeberg, History of Doctrines, 2:291-93.

101walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 97.
102walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 15.
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Heb. 11:1, faith was not doubting (nicht zweifeln) that
which one did not see.

The church, as an object of

faith, was therefore invisible. 103

Luther himself used

the same passage and drew the same conclusion, that the
invisible church was an object of faith.

104

One aspect of the church's invisibility was that
it had an invisible Head, Jesus Christ. 105

Walther said

in an 1842 sermon that Christ ruled the church and all
its members invisibly. 106

Christ was also the invisible

Foundation and Cornerstone of the church.

The church was

the work of the invisible God and was therefore to be
expected to be invisible. 107

In 1 Peter 2:5 the church

was called "a spiritual house."

Walther concluded,

"According to this the true church is a spiritual, there£ ore

not a visible building. " 108

The church was the

archtype (prbild) of which the visible Jerusalem was only
103

Walther, Brosamen, p. 255; see "Word und Sacrament," p. 21; [C. F. W. Walther) "Vorwort der Redaktion
zum dreizehnten Jahrgang des "Lutheraner," Der Lutheraner
13 (August 26, 1856):2.
104

Seeberg,
Hagglund, History
105
Walther,
Walther to Pastor
ence, CHI.

History of Doctrines, 2:293; see also
of Theology, p. 244.
Brosamen, p. 557; Ansprachen, p. 85;
Steimle, January 25, 1861, Correspond-

106

Walther, Festklange, p. 294.
107
Ibid., p. 293. On Luther see Seeberg, History
of Doctrines, 2:235.
108"Hiernach ist die wahre Kirche ein geistliches,
also kein sichtbares Gebau." Walther, Kirche und Amt,
p. 15.

77
the type (Vorbild).

The church was heavenly (Eph. 2:6)

and was therefore invisible. 109
What really made the church invisible, according
to Walther, was its existence or subsistence in the
hearts of men, hidden where human eyes could not penetrate.110
hearts.

111

It was built by the Spirit of God in human
Walther said, "One can certainly see the

people, how they go to church, but one cannot see,
whether they belong to the church. 11112

No intricate

reasoning was required to reach this conclusion.

It fol-

lowed from the position that faith was what made an
individual a member of the church.

Walther said:

the true church is ·invisible, not because one could
not see the persons, who belong to it, but because
no man can see the work of grace, the faith, which
alone makes one a true member of the church.113
109 walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 11.
was part of a comment on Gal. 4:26.

This

110walther, Evangelien Pastille, pp. 207-8.
111walther, "Antwort auf die neueste Vertheidigung,"
p. 83.
11211Man kann wohl die Leute sehen, wie sie zur
Kirche gehen; man kann aber nicht sehen, ob sie zur
Kirche gehoren." Walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p.
325. The whole sentence was emphasized in the original.
see John Andrew Quenstedt, L. c. s. 2. q. 2. 1641. sq.
quoted in Baier-Walther, Compendium, 3:648.
11311 01e wahre Kirche ist unsichtbar, nicht weil man
die Menschen nicht sehen konnte, die zu ihr gehoren,
sondern weil kein Mensch das Gnadenwerk, den Glauben,
sehen kann, der allein zu einem wahren Kirchenglied
macht." Walther, Festklange, p. 292; see Schmelder,
"Walther at Altenburg," p. 80.

78
The true church was invisible to human eyes, but :
it was visible to God' s eyes. 114 God was "the One wh o
knows the hearts." 115 He was the One, according to 2
Tim. 2: 19, who knew His own. 116 In Kirche und Amt
Walther concluded from that verse, "According to this the
Lord alone knows His own: but only those who are the
Lord's constitute the true church: therefore no man can
see the church." 117 The church was "that little group
known to God alone." 118
The doctrine that the church was invisible was
very comforting for Walther.

It meant that the total

114walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 325: Casual=
Predigten, p. 70.
115 "oer HerzenskUndiger," Walther, Evangelien
Pastille, p. 207.
116
·
See the first of the Altenburg Theses, Kostering, ·
Auswanderung, p. 51: see also Walther, Epistel Pastille,
p. 154: Brosamen, p. 255.
117
•Hiernach kennt der HErr allein die Seinen: aber
allein die, welche des HErrn sind, machen die wahre Kirche
aus: also kann kein Mensch die Kirche sehen." Walther
Kirche und Amt, p. 15. The capitals in HErr indicated
that it was seen as a substitute for the divine name.
This practice reflects the usage of Luther's German
translation of the Bible even in the New Testament, where
the word HErr was so capitalized when it referred to
Jesus, an indication of belief in His Deity. His name
was similarly capitalized, JEsus. In some English versions of the Bible, especially the older ones, the word
LORD is completely capitalized when it translates the
name of God, Jehovah, but only in the Old Testament.
118
"Jenes Gott allein bekannte Hauflein," Walther,
Festkllnge, p. 347.

79

number of Christians was larger than the small sum of
those who belonged to the visible orthodox church. 119

It

was also a comfort to individual Christians who lived in
times when the visible orthodox church was in decline.
It protected Christians who stood alone or had been
unjustly excommunicated against the claims of false
teachers that one· had to belong to their group in order
120
to be saved.
The heavenly nature of the church also
gave hope to its members that their number was always
increasing.

The church did not lose its members through
death, Walther said in an 1865 sermon. 121
Walther was aware of the doctrinal error that the
church was "a visible external institution."

122

Some

defined the church as the totality of those who called
themselves Christians.

The Jews and Roman Catholics

wanted the church to have the ordered structure of an
earthly state.

Most Protestants, according to Walther,

conceived of the church merely as "an institution for
morality in which Christ is the Lawgiver."

123

For

Walther the church was no institution, and no institution was the church.

He maintained in an 1854 sermon,

119 walther, Evangelien Pastille, p. 76.
120walther, Kirche und Amt, P· 25.

121walther, Casual=Predigten, p. 240.
122 "Eine sichtbare ausserliche Anstalt," Walther,

Epistel Pastille, p. 151.
12 3"Eine moralische Anstalt, in welcher Christus der

Gesetzgeber sei," Walther, Licht des Lebens, p. 310.

80

when the relationship with Loehe was breaking down on
this point, that the church was not "an external insti- ·
tution.• 124 In a sermon on Gal. 4:21-31, Walther
explained about the church that
• • • , it is therefore not of this earth, that is,
it is essentially not an earthly, physical, visible
kingdom, but an invisible, spiritual, heavenly
kingdom. It is not an institution perceptible to
the senses; not a number of persons united by certain
laws, ordinances,ceremonies, morals and customs; but
it is a kingdom of the hearts, which is united and
held together, unseen by human eyes, by the tie of
one mind and one spirit.125
••
Walther had to defend himself against the charge
that he made the church a Platonic ideal, something that
had no real existence on earth. That was how Walther's
doctrine appeared to Loehe. 126 Lutherans have had to
defend themselves against this charge since the
1240
Eine ausserliche Anstalt, 11 Walther, Casual=
Predigten, p. 70; see Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 5.
Luther shared this stance. See Hagglund, History of
Theology, p. 245; Seeberg, History of Doctrines, 2:291.
125
• • • • sie 1st also nicht van dieser Erde, das
heisst, sie 1st ihrem Wesen nach nicht ein irdisches,
leibliches, sichtbares Reich, sondern ein unsichtbares,
geistliches, himmlisches Reich. Sie ist nicht eine den
Sinnen wahrnehmbare Anstalt; nicht eine Anzahl von
Menschen, die durch gewisse Gesetze, 0rdnungen, Ceremonien, Sitten und Gebrauche verbunden sind; sondern sie
ist ein Reich der Herzen, das durch das Band eines Sinnes,
eines Geistes verbunden ist und ungesehen von den Augen
der Menschen zusammengehalten wird. " Walther, Epistel
Postille, p. 153. The emphasis on eines was original and
simply gave the indefinite article the sense of "one."
126

p. 212.

Heintzen, "Wilhelm Loehe and the Missouri Synod,"

81

Reformation.

127

Walther did call the church the archtype_

of which the earthly Jerusalem was only the type. 128

But

he wrote that it was not a matter of an imagined church
which could not be found.
indeed, all over the earth.

The church was on earth,
It was not an external insti-

tution, but it had external signs, the Word of God and
the sacraments. 129
Walther had been criticized for distinguishing
between the visible and the invisible church.

The New
Testament it has been said, knew of only one church. 130
The problem was that Walther seemed to some to be saying
that there were two churches, one invisible and consisting
only of true Christians, and the other visible, in which
true Christians and hypocrites were externally mixed
Walther explicitly denied that there were two .... I/
/
131
According to
churches, one visible and one invisible.
together.

Pieper, Walther was constantly repeating that it was not
127 Apology of the Augsburg Confession, Article IV,
quoted in Schmid, Doctrinal Theology, p. 595.
128walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 11.

129 cwalther] "Antwort auf die neueste Vertheidigung," p. 83; see Wahre sichtbare Kirche, pp. 13-14;
Kirche und Amt, p. 55, quoting Article VII of the Apology
of the Augsburg Confession. On Luther see also Seeberg,
History of Doctrines, 2:293.
130aeinhart E. Mueller, "Lehre von der Kirche,"

pp. 61-62.
131 cwalther] "Antwort auf die neueste Vertheidi-

gung ,

11

p. 8 2 •

82

acceptable to believe in a "double church."

132

At the

Buffalo Colloquy in 1866 it was expressly stated, Walther
participating in this doctrinal statement, that the
visible church and the invisible church were not two different (verschiedene) churches but only one.

It was only

one church viewed (betrachtet, considered) in two different ways. 133 Luther could be quoted to the effect
that the Bible spoke about the church in two different
ways, about those who publicly confessed one doctrine and
used the same sacraments, in which group hypocrites were
mixed, and about the elect within that group, who had
correct faith and the Holy Spirit and to whom alone the
name of the church belonged. 134
Walther taught that the visible church was the
invisible church "only considered in different circumstances.11135

Walther quoted Aegidius Hunnius, a late

sixteenth century Lutheran theologian, to the effect that
the church could be viewed according to election or
according to calling.

According to election the church

13211
Doppelte Kirche," P[ieper], "Dr. C. F. W.
Walther als Theologe, 11 35 (May 1889) :139.
133
Das Buffaloer Colloquium, pp. 1-2.
134
walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 17, citing
Martin Luther, Andere Auslegung des Propheten Joel. Cap.
3, 17._ff: vom Ja~re 1545. VI, 2398. f. For examples of
this distinction in later Lutheran theologians see Schmid,
Doctrinal Theology, pp. 591-94.
ur b etrachtet in einem andern Verhaltniss,"
Walther, Western District, 1873, p. 32.
135 11 N

83

included those who had true faith and attained eternal
life.

That was the invisible church.

According to

calling the church was that external group in which the
elect and others were mixed. 136 Walther knew of only
One Church. 137 The inv
· i s ibl e c h urc h was no t separate f rom
the visible church.

The former was in the latter like

the kernal in its shell:
There are not two churches, a visible and an
invisible. There is only one, and that is the
invisible church, which is inside the visible church.
Just as i t is not possible that shell and kernal are
two nuts, but there is only one nut, the kernal
simply inside the shell, so there is also only one
church, but the visible church forms, as it were,
the shell, inside of which is the kernal, namely the
invisible church.138
For Walther the one true church was invisible.
Walther kept the doctrine of the invisible church
separate from all questions of church fellowship.

In no

·-· -· ...

way did it function in his view to make external church
fellowship less important.

The danger which he saw in

136

walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 71, quoting Aegidius
Hunnius, Propositions de praecipuis relig. capp., p. 371.
137
cwalther] "Antwort auf die neueste Vertheidigung , " p • 8 4 •
13811 Es gibt nicht zwei Kirchen, eine sichtbare und
eine unsichtbare. Es gibt nur Eine, und das ist die
unsichtbare Kirche, die sich eben innerhalb der sichtbaren
befindet. So wie es nicht m6glich ist, dass Schale und
Kern zwei Nilsse sind, sondern es ist Eine Nuss, aber der
Kern blos innerhalb der Schale, so ist auch nur Eine
Kirche, aber die sichtbare bildet gleichsam die Schale,
innerhalb welcher der Kern, nemlich die unsichtbare
Kirche, sich befindet." Walther, Von der Pflicht,
p. 40; see Festklange, p. 292.

84

misunderstanding and misapplying this doctrine of the
invisible church was that it might mislead some into a
lack of concern for membership in the orthodox church,
the church Nith pure doctrine.

In 1852 he preached a
.
tion. 139
sermon to guard against this spec ifi c misconcep
How Lutheran was Walther's doctrine of the
invisible c~urch?

Not referring specifically to Walther,

F. E. Mayer has written, "It is foreign to Lutheran
theological thinking to compare or to contrast an
11140
invisible and a visible .church.

141
been directed against Walther.

This criticism has
The most obvious

response is that one can hardly question the Lutheran
/

identity of John Gerhard, on whom Walther relied heavily
for his terninology about the visible church. 142
139c. F. w. Walther, "Warum sell und kann uns der . ..
Glaube, dass die wahre Kirche eigentlich unsichtbar und
Uber die ganze Welt zerstreut ist, nicht verleiten,
die rechtglaubige sichtbare Kirche zu verlassen? Eine
Predigt, gehalten zu St. Louis, Mo., am 22. Sonntag
nach dem Feste der heiligen Dreieinigkeit 1852," Der
Lutheraner 9 (November 23, 1852) :49-54. This poin~
will be discussed at length in Chapter VI of this dissertation.
14

°F. E. Mayer, "The Proper Distinction Between
Law and Gospel and the Terminology Visible and Invisible
Church," Concordia Theological Monthly 25 (March 1954):
185.
141

see Reinhart E. Mueller, "Lehre von der Kirche,"
pp. 59-60.
142

see Walther, Kirche und Amt, pp. 21-23, quoting
Gerhard, Locus de ecclesia eight times; see Mundinger,
Government, pp. 120-21.
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Walther's doctrine of the invisible church was very much
in agreement with seventeenth century Lutheran orthodoxy.143

Some scholars have interpreted the distinction

between the visible and the invisible church as a seventeenth century departure from the Lutheran doctrine of
144
the Church.
It i s b eyond t h e scope o f thi s paper to
analyze Luther's ecclesiology.

Mundinger referred the

distinction between the visible and the invisible church
to the sixteenth century. 145 Walther and Pieper, as well
as Reinhold Seeberg, the great German scholar, were able
to quote Luther in support of the doctrine and terminology
of the invisible church.

146

It would require research

far beyond this dissertation to determine whether or not
Walther was totally in agreement with Luther on the
143 walther R. Bouman, "Church and Ministry in :the . -- · ·
Nineteenth Century," The Graduate School of Concordia
Seminary, "Studies in Church and Ministry," ed. Erwin L.
Lueker et al., 6 vols. (1963-68), 4:310-11; see Fagerberg,
Bekenntnis, Kirche und Amt, p. 128.
144 see Reinhart E. Mueller, "Lehre von der Kirche,"
p. 60; Tappert, "Introduction," p. 229.
145Mundinger, Government, pp. 120-121.
146 E.g. Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 57, citing
Martin Luther, Auslegung des 2. Buches Mos. 16, 24.
Tom. III, 1432; Pieper, Christliche Dogmatik, 3:472,
footnote 1488, citing St. Louis Ed., IX, 702; Seeberg,
History of Doctrines, 2:291-93. The late sixteenth and
early seventeenth century theologian, Balthasar Menzer,
who was a contemporary of John Gerhard, also referred
this terminology of the invisible church back to Luther.
Balthasar Menzer, Exegesis Aug. Con£., ed. 6, p. 291-94,
cited in Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 25.

86

doctrine of the church.

One might pursue such research ..

by starting with the multitude of quotations from Luther
which are found in Walther's writings on the church.

In

view of Walther's intense study of Luther, very solid
proof would be required to demonstrate a disagreement
between Walther and Luther.
Attributes of the Church
Walther did not borrow his doctrine of the church
from the Nicene Creed.

In that creed the church was said
to be one, holy, catholic, and apostolic. 147 Walther
had most to say about unity and apostolicity.

After

mentioning his statements on holiness and apostolicity,
this paper will concentrate on Walther's position on the
other two attributes plus the durability of the church.
Walther did not say much about the holiness of .. ..
the church.

He quoted Luther to the effect that this

holiness was a matter of the church being in the process
of santification.

The sins of its members had been for-

given.

The Holy Spirit was working on eliminating the
148
sins themselves.
According to the Baier-Walther
147

Baier-Walther, Compendium, 3:629. It was noted
that this was part of the section which the Council of
Constantinople had appended to the creed adopted at the
Council of Nicea.
148

Walther, Kirche und Amt, pp. 4-5, citing Luther,
Schrift von den Konsiliis und Kirchen vom Jahre 1539.
Hal. Tom. XVI, 2778. 79; see Wahre sichtbare Kirche,
pp. 7-8.
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Compendium, which as a systematic textbook was designed
to be thorough and so touched upon points of doctrine
which Walther's own writings, being more occasional in
nature, did not stress, the church's holiness was both
imputed and inherent, but as inherent holiness, it was
imperfect. 149 The inherent holiness of the church had,
of course, been a major point of contention in other
centuries, notably the fourth and fifth centuries, when
the Donatistic Controversy involved many of the theologians of North Africa, including St. Augustine, and had
also attracted the attention of the church in Italy.

The

position of Augustine and the opponents of Donatism,
which gained wide currency in the Western church, was
basically the position of Walther and the Baier-Walther
Compendium. 150
On the apostolicity of the church, the BaierWalther Compendium said that the church was called
apostolic because it held by faith to the apostolic
doctrine. 151 In the language of Eph. 2:20, Walther told
his students, "Only he is built on the foundation of
the Apostles and Prophets who holds in firm faith to the
149 aaier-Walther, Compendium, 3:361.
150see Seeberg, History of Doctrine, 1:312-28,
especially p. 317; seep. 309.
151 aaier-Walther, Compendium, 3:633.
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Word of the Apostles and Prophets." 152

The apostolicity

of the church was in its faith and teaching, in which it
was faithful to the apostolic doctrine.
Walther held very firmly to the unity of the
invisible church.

There were many divisions among those

who called themselves Christians.
visible churches.

There were different

But all true Christians, all believers,

were one as members of the invisible church in spite of
any and all external divisions.

In a sermon in the summer

of 1851, before his visit to Loehe in Germany, Walther
said about the church, "According to spirit and faith it
really is, and was and always really will be one holy
communion of the children of God, whose unity is disturbed
by no sin and no error. 11153 Walther emphasized in an
1880 voters' assembly meeting of his congregation that

this unity was real because all true Christians were
united to the same Jesus. 154 They were all members of

-· . -. .

His body, and that made this Christian unity closer than
152

"Auf den Grund der Apostel und Propheten ist
eben nur der erbaut, der sich im festen Glauben an das
Wort der Apostel und Propheten halt. 11 Walther, Rechte
Unterscheidung, p •. 323.
153"Nach d em

.
Geist
und Glauben nAimlich ist sie
wirklich, und war und wird sie wirklich immer sein eine
heilige Gemeinde der Kinder Gottes, deren Einigkeit keine
Silnde und kein Irrtum st6rt." Walther, Epistel Postille,
p. 302. The emphasis was in the original.
154

Walther, Von der Pflicht, pp. 13-14; see Epistel
Pastille, p. 306.
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any other relationship.

155

Walther compared this unity

to many grapes becoming one cup of wine and many grains
becoming one loaf of bread. 156

The unity of the church

was to be believed because of the Word of Christ in John
10:12-16, where He expressed His will to gather all His
157
sheep into one flock.
Walther told his congregation
in 1844, when the members could vividly remember the
external discord following the deposition of Stephan,
that this unity of the church was to be believed because
i t was ascribed not to some human spirit but to the
Spirit of God. 158
The Baier-Walther Compendium said that that which
159
was one was indivisible.
Walther himself also taught
that the church could not be divided.

It was not divided

by time or place, by Christians living in different centuries and different parts of the world, speaking different languages, belonging to different nations, holding
to different customs, or being of different ages, races,
160
sexes, occupations, stations, or levels of education.
155walther, Von der Pflicht, pp. 11-12.
156 Ibid., p. 25.
157 walther, Evangelien Postille, p. 174.
158walther, Festklange, p. 368.
159 aaier-Walther, Compendium, 3:630.
160walther, Festklange, pp. 368-69; see Rechte
Unterscheidung, pp. 325-26; "Antwort au£ die neueste
Vertheidigung," p. 83.
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He made these points in the same 1844 sermon referred to
above.

The Saxon inunigrants which made up most of his

congregation could no doubt still remember the torment
they had had in their consciences wondering whether or
not they had cut themselves off from membership even in
the invisible church by their external separation from the
church in Germany.

As nothing external united them in the

first place, so nothing external really divided them,
Walther said in an 1857 sermon.

Mere external unity

( "die blosse ausserliche Einigkei t") was not what this
doctrine was all about.

It was a perversion of the

/
✓

doctrine to insist on the external unification of the
· d octrine.
.
lGl
vs
i ible c hurch es i n spi'te o f d.i ff erences in
Walther . taught instead that the true unity of the
Christian church consisted in having one Lord, Jesus
Christ, having one fa~th and one baptism, and being the
children of one God. 162 Christians shared the same
faith, the same grace, the same future hope. They were
on the same path to the same goai. 163 In an 1851 sermon
on the unity of the church, Walther said that this was
the only unity of the church in which one was to believe
in spite of the external differences and difficulties.
161
Walther, Epistel Pastille, pp. 402-3.
162
163

Ibid., pp. 403-4.

Ibid., p. 292; see pp. 301-2; Festklange,
pp. 368-69.
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No sin and no error could disrupt this unity. 164

Nor was

i t destroyed by differences in the level attained in
recognition (Erkenntniss) of Christian doctrine. 165
Walther did not mean that doctrinal error or ignorance
was acceptable or indifferent.

The point was that errors

in non-fundamental doctrines did not deprive a person of
membership in the one true church.

They did not separate

him from the unity of the invisible church.
Walther did teach that there was a basic or fundamental doctrinal unity even in this invisible church.
On the day after Pentecost in 1844, he assured his congregation in a sermon:
All who have accepted the Gospel are, in the
first place one in faith. They all believe as with
one heart and confess therefore as with one mouth,
that the whole Holy Scripture is God's Word. They
all believe in one God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
They all believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God ....
come in the flesh, who had redeemed the world. They
all believe that He is also their Savior. They all
believe that they have received forgiveness of sins
through Him and indeed through Him alone become just
before God and blessed. In these things there is not
the least diversity among all the children of God,
whether they are in the external fellowship of the
orthodox church or are hidden in an erring fellowship.166
164 walther, Epistel Postille, p. 302.
165walther, Festklange, p. 368.
16611 Alle, die das Evangelium angenommen haben, sind
erstlich einig im Glauben. Sie glauben alle wie mit
Einem Herzen und bekennen es daher wie mit Einem Munde,
dass die ganze heilige Schrift Gottes Wort sei: sie
glauben alle an Einen Gott, Vatern, Sohn und Heiligen
Geist: sie glauben alle, dass JEsus Christus der in's
Fleisch gekommene Sohn Gottes sei, der die Welt erl6st
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In other words, that which it was necessary to believe ·
to be a true Christian, a member of the invisible church,
was agreed upon by all these believers.

This alone was

the doctrinal unity of the invisible church.

Among

Christian theologians these doctrines have long been con. sidered fundamental, the Trinity, the Person and work of
Christ, and the forgiveness of sins.

The only doctrine

that might be unexpected is that the Bible is the word of
God.

Walther seems to have included it because the other

doctrines he was about to list were to be accepted on
God's authority, not as human ideas.
The catholicity of the church was treated in the
Baier-Walther Compendium in terms of universality.

The

invisible church was represented at all places and among
all peoples and nations.

All the faithful belonged to
.

this church, and it was not even restricted by time.

"167' -·

The distribution of the church throughout the world, that
is the known or inhabited world, seems to have been the
understanding of the word "catholic" from the time of
Ignatius of Antioch (d. ca. AD 110) who was probably the
babe; sie glauben alle, dass sie durch ihn Vergebung der
SUnden erlangt haben und zwar allein durch ihn vor Gott
gerecht und selig werden. Hierin 1st unter allen Kindern
Gottes nicht die mindeste Verschiedenheit, mogen sie nun
in der ausserlichen Gemeinschaft der rechtglaubigen
Kirche stehen oder in einer irrglaubigen verborgen
liegen." Walther, Festklange, p. 368.
167

Baier-Walther, Compendium, 3:362.
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first to apply it to the church.

But in the early church

it was often closely connected to the perceived need for
subjection to the episcopate.

This is true not only of

Ignatius but especially of North African fathers like
Tertullian, Cyprian, and Augustine. 168

In the Lutheran

tradition, the catholicity of the church has normally
been applied to the invisible church, not to any particular visible group or body. 169

This was also Walther's

understanding of it.
Walther approved . of the translation of catholica
into German with christlich ("Christian") in the
Apostles' Creed.

He noted that this had been done by

Luther but also by others before him.

Walther explained

that Luther had intended to avoid the misunderstanding
that the visible communion which called itself the
. . ... -·
Catholic Church really was catholic. 170 In a translation
of a quotation, Walther parenthetically explained the
word with wahrhaft ("true") • 171

But more commonly Walther

seemed most satisfied to capture its meaning with the
168on the use of this word in the early church
see Seeberg, History of Doctrines, 1:66-67, 174-75, 185,
318.
169 see Baier-Walther, Compendium, 3:632~ Schmid,
Doctrinal Theology, p. 596.
170c. F. w. Walther] "Warum steht im Katechismus
Lutheri, 'Ich glaube eine heilige christliche Kirche?'"
Der Lutheraner l (December 28, 1844) :35.
171walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 310.
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word allgemein ("universal").
word in quoting the creed. 172

He actually used this

Walther emphasized that the invisible church was
present throughout the world.

He called it "a kingdom
that stretches over the whole world. 11173 It was scattered (zerstreut) over the whole earth. 174 Both of these
comments were made in sermons connected with the celebration of the Reformation.

Anywhere in the world one

could be in this kingdom.

But anywhere in the world one
could also be outside of t~is kingdom. 175 The church was
wherever there were Christians:

"The universal church

must extend as far as there are actual members of the
body of Jesus Christ, which properly constitute the
church. 11176 Walther believed that it was clearly taught
in Ps. 110:2 that the church had to be present even among
172
walther, Brosamen, p. 255; see Wahre sichtbare
Kirche, p. 8; "Vorwort der Redaktion zum dreizehnten
Jahrgang des "Lutheraner' ," Der Lutheraner 1 (August 11,
1857):202.

17311
Ein Uber die ganze Welt sich erstreckendes
Reich," Walther, Brosamen, p. 255; see also p. 256. The
whole phrase was emphasized in the original.
174
walther, Casual=Predigten, p. 70.
175
walther, Evangelien Pastille, p. 130.
176
"Die allgemeine Kirche muss sich so weit
erstrecken, so weit sich wirkliche Glieder am Leibe Jesu
Christi befinden, welche die Kirche eigentlich ausmachen."
Walther, "Vorwort der Redaktion zum dreizehnten Jahrgang
des 'Lutheraner, 111 Der Lutheraner 8 (August 11, 1857):
202. The emphasis was Walther's.
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the enemies of Christ.

177

He believed that the church

was in fact present all over the world. 178
It was a doctrinal matter for Walther on the
basis of Matt. 16:18 and 28:19-20 that the invisible
church would continue to exist as long as the world
existed.

In terminology that went back to Article VII

of the Augsburg Confession, the Baier-Walther Compendium
called the church "perpetual. 11179

God had promised that

the church would never cease to exist (nie untergehen). 180
Just as the ship in which Jesus and His disciples traveled
on the Sea of Galillee did not sink, so the church would
181
not go down (untergehen) .
The church would neither
perish nor be overcome by the powers of hell because ~f
the divine promise to this effect and because of its
foundation on the Rock that is Christ.

Hell could not

177

walther, Brosamen, p. 256; see Epistel Postille,
p. 76. The exegesis seems to this writer to be inaccurate.
178walther, Brosamen, p. 256; Evangelien Postille,
p. 76; Festklange, p. 292; Kirche und Amt, p. 97. Walther
believed that the apostles had fulfilled their commission
and that the Gospel had been preached to everyone or
almost everyone on three continents (which had then been
inhabited in Walther's opinion) by the time of St. Paul's
death about A. D. 67. He also believed that during the
eighteen centuries of the church's history, the church had
visited and sent its evangelists to every land and every
people in the world. Walther, Goldk6rner, pp. 26-31.

179 Perpetua, Baier-Walther, Compendium, 3:360.
180walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 47.
181walther, Evangelien Postille, pp. 82-83, in a
sermon on Matt. 8:23-37; see Licht des Lebens, p. 144.
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overpower the church also because Christ was its head and
it was founded on the Word of God, the Bible. 182 It
could appear as if the church had ceased to exist or was
about to perish when the visible church was in decline.
But the church continued to exist in any case. 183 Walther
called on church history to support this point, for the
visible church had never totally disappeared, and periods
of growth had followed periods of decline. 184 Walther
taught that the church had existed since the Gospel was
first preached in the Garden of Eden and that it would
exist for all eternity, long after this world had passed
away.

He said in a Reformation sermon from 1849, "The

church is a divine institution which always was and will
never perish,~ never perish. 11185 The church could be
persecuted but not destroyed.

It could be driven from a

territory but not from the world, and from a people but
not from humanity. 186
182
walther, Festklange, p. 397; Licht des Lebens,
pp. 675-76; Brosamen, p. 318.
183
Walther, Licht des Lebens, pp. 150, 683; Kirche
und Amt, pp. 17, 166.
184
Walther, Goldk6rner, p. 31; Brosamen, pp. 16063; "Predigt zur Er6ffnung," p. 106.
18511
Die Kirche ist eine gottliche Stiftung, die
immer ~ und nie untergehen wird, nie untergehen kann,"
Walther, Licht des Lebens, p. 675. The emphasis was
Walther's.
186
Ibid., p. 646. This point applied to the invisible church but not to the true (orthodox) visible church,
which would not necessarily always exist. See below,
pp. 133-34.
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No Salvation Outside the Church
Theology was practical for Walther, for i t concerned the salvation of souls.

According to Erwin Lueker,

the doctrine of justification was very important in
Walther's ecclesiology.

187

But Lueker goes too far when

he says, "Walther endeavored to structure his doctrine of
the church from the vantage point of the doctrine of
11188 It is certainly true that Walther
justification.
related the doctrine of the church to soteriology, but
what determined his doctrinal statements was not the
Gospel but the Bible.
theology.

He did not try to harmonize all doctrines with

one doctrine.
the Bible.

Walther constructed no systematic

They were all to be harmonized only with

The only structure in his doctrine of the

church was to be found in the sets of theses in which he
gave form and expression to the Biblical doctrine of the
church.
Walther did find it necessary to safeguard the
doctrine of justification in the eccelsiological controversies.

He was painfully aware that some of his con-

temporaries were making salvation dependent on membership

187 Erwin L. Lueker, "Doctrinal Emphases in the Missouri Synod," Concordia Theological Monthly 42 (April
1972) :206-7; see Erwin L. Lueker, "Justification in the
Theology of Walther," Concordia Theoloiical Monthly 32
(October 1961) :598-605; Wehmeier, "Pubic Doctrine,"
pp. 34-37.
188 Erwin L. Lueker, "Church and Ministry in the
Thought and Policies of Lutherans in America," Concordia
Historical Institute Quarterly 42 (August 1969) :104.
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in the orthodox visible church.

ln 1853, while Grabau

was trying to influence German theologians in this direction, Walther referred to this position as "that dangerous error." 189

He said in his famous lectures on law

and Gospel, "He who makes membership and fellowship with
the visible orthodox church necessary for salvation overthrows the doctrine of justification through faith; that
cannot be denied. 11190 Walther believed that membership
in the invisible church was very closely connected to
salvation, but salvation did not depend on membership in
the visible church.

Walther taught that one had to

belong to the visible church in the broadest sense of the
term, in which it encompassed all who had been called by
the Gospel. 191 But nothing could be added to the Biblical
requirements for salvation.

One did not need to belong

to a certain visible communion.

To make such membership

necessary was a confusion of law and Gospel, not only an
ecclesiological error.
18911
Jenem gefahrlichen Irrthum," Walther,
Gnadenjahr, p. 478.
190
"Wer die Seligkeit an die Zugenh6rigkeit und
Gemeinschaft mit der sichtbaren rechtglaubigen Kirche
bindet, der st6sst damit die Lehre von der Rechtfertigung
durch den Glauben um; das kann nicht geleugnet werden."
Walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 325.
191
walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 161; see Seeberg,
History of Doctrines, 2:354.
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Walther approved of the ancient axiom that
there was no salvation outside the church (extra
ecclesiam nulla salus).

But he consistently qualified

this principle by applying i t exclusively to the
invisible church.

192

Cyprian had encountered this

principle but had connected it to subjection to the
episcopate.

It also appeared in Augustine with somewhat

less of a hierarchical interpretation. 193

But Walther

wrote, "Unconditionally necessary for attaining salvation
is only fellowship with the invisible church, to which
alone all those glorious promises were originally
given.

11194

Walther insisted that only faith was necessary

for salvation.

Therefore one could maintain that some-

thing was necessary for salvation only when that statement
was equivalent to saying that only faith was necessary for
salvation.

Walther's application was that one needed

only to belong to the invisible church for salvation.
192 [c. F. W. Walther] "Welches sind die Eigenschaften einer wohlgergrundeten wahrhaft lutherischen
Gemeinde nach welchen daher lutherische Prediger mit
ihren Gemeinden als ihrem Ziele zu streben haben?"
Zweiter Synodal=Bericht des Nordwestlichen Districts der
deutschen evang.=luth. Synode von Missouri, Ohio u. a.
Staaten. · Anno Domini 1876 (St. Louis: Druckerei der
Synode von Missouri, Ohio und anderen Staaten, 1876),
p. 37; see Goldkorner, p. 20.
193 seeberg, History of Doctrines, 2:318.

19411 zur Erlangung der Seligkeit unbedingt nothwendig
ist nur die Gemeinschaft mit der unsichtbaren Kirche,
welcher ursprilnglich allein alle jene herrlichen
Verheissungen gegeben sind. 11 Walther, Kirche unt Amt,
p. 160.
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One did not need to belong to the true visible church. 195
_
Walther's reasoning was that the membership of the
invisible church was all true believers and only they. 196
The faith relationship to Christ and membership in the
invisible church were inseparable. 197 This use of the
principle is very much the same as its use by Lutheran
theologians like John Gerhard. 198
The Marks of the Church's Presence
Because of the soteriological importance of the
,

invisible church, it was important to Walther to be able
,to recognize the presence of the church.

Walther

believed that there were unmistakable signs (untrilgliche
Kennzeichen) by which the church's presence could be
recognized. 199 These signs or marks of the church were
the Word of God and the sacraments instituted by Christ._.
There were two requirements for any true sign
according to Walther.

First, it would have to be

195
cc. F. W. Walther] "Vorwort der Redaktion zum
dreizehnten Jahrgang des 'Lutheraner,'" Der Lutheraner 13
(December 2, 1856):58-59; see Gnadenjahr, pp. 477-78.
196
Walther, Von der Pflicht, pp. 10-11; seep. 12;
Brosamen, p. 557.
197
Walther, Kirche und Amt, pp. 160-61; on the
related principle that "he who does not have the church
on earth for his mother does not have God in heaven for
his Father," seep. 173; Brosamen, p. 164.
198

On Gerhard see Schmid, Doctrinal Theology,
p. 589; see also Walther, Kirche und Amt, pp. 161-73.
199

Walther, Festkl~nge, p. 296.
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essential to that which it signified, so that the latter
could not be present without the former.

Secondly, the

sign would have to indicate the presence of that which i t
signified without danger of deception.

In other words,

i t would have to indicate that presence necessarily and
unmistakably (nothwendig und untrUglich).

Only the Word

and the sacraments met these requirements as signs of the
200
church.
Walther did sermonically mention other signs
such as suffering persecution, zeal in spreading the
kingdom of Christ, and a readiness to seek peace. 201
This was an equivocal use of the term Kennzeichen.

Only

the Word and the sacraments were unmistakable signs of
the church's presence.
Walther taught that the church was inconceivable
apart from the apostolic Word (or doctrine) and the
sacraments. 202
deceptive.

Other aspects of the church could be

External unity, an appearance of holiness, an

historical or traditional connection with an apostolic
congregation, good works, splendor of building or worship,
and length of duration as a congregation could all be
deceptive.

They could appear apart from the true

200walther, "Wort und Sacrament, p. 22.
"
p. 2.

201walther, EEistel Pastille,
PP· 78, 155~ Brosamen,
202 walther, "Wort und Sacrament, p. 22.
"
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church. 203

Other things like true Christian love or

keeping the Word of Christ would also be present whereever the church was, but these were internal in the
Christian heart.

No one could see them.

They were not
unmistakable signs of the church's presence. 204 Being
invisible they were not signs at all.

The same could be

said of faith, which was also humanly imperceptible

according to Walther.

Walther definitely did not go

along with Calvin, for instance, who made works of
Christian charity a sign of the church. 205
Walther did not see any conflict between the
church's invisibility and the existence of unmistakable
signs of the church. 206 Alluding to Rom. 1:20, Walther
pointed out in a Pentecost sermon that God was invisible,
but that in the visible creation there were many signs
of His eternal power and Deity. 207 He explained in an
1851 sermon about the true church that the signs made the
church manifest (offenbar) but not visible (sichtbar) .
203
.
Ibid., Walther, Brosamen, pp. 169, 210;
Evangelien Pastille, p. 209; Lueker, "Church in History,"
p. 47.

204

Walther, Festklange, p. 348.

205

·
Seeberg, History of Doctrine,
2:408-9; on Bucer
see pp. 391-92. The same could be generalized throughout
the Reformed tradition.
206

Walther, Evangelien Pastille, p. 208;
Festklange, p. 347.
207
Walther, Evangelien Postille, p. 208.

•
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It was not tangible (greiflich) but recognizable
(kennlich). 208 On the basis of the signs one could

\

not ✓

see the church, but one could know where the church
certainly was. 209

/

In Kirche und Amt Walther named the signs of the
church as "the pure preaching of the Word of God and the
administration of the holy sacraments in accord with the
institution of Christ. 11210 In Wahre sichtbare Kirche he
called them "external signs" and named "the pure preaching of the Word of God and the unfalsified administration
of the holy sacraments. 11211 When these signs were qualified by this purity, they became also signs of the orthodox or true visible church.
qualify them so.

But Walther did not always

Whether pure or impure, they were the

signs of the church.

Later in Kirche und Amt Walther

stated that the church was also present where the preaching of the Word was not totally pure and the administration of the sacraments was not completely in accord with
208 walther, Epistel Postille, p. 155.
20 9 Ibid., pp. 154-55.
21011 oie reine Predigt des Wortes Gottes und die der

Einsetzung Christi gem~sse Verwaltung der heiligen
Sacramente.
Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 52; see BaierWalther, Compendium, 3:652.
21111 Ausserliche Kennzeichen," "die reine Predigt
des Wortes Gottes und die unverfalschte Verwaltung der
Walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche,
heiligen Sacramente.
pp. 10-11.
11

11
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Christ's institution.

As long as they were essentially
212
present, the invisible church would also be present.
-

The basic poi-n t was that where the Word of God was
preached and the sacraments were administered there were
members of Christ's body, and it was to be believed that
213
the one, holy, Christian church was present.
Walther occasionally expressed himself in terms
which might suggest that the Word of God was the only
unmistakable sign of the church.

But he explained that

in this usage the sacraments were included under the concept of the Word of God, for they were the visible
Word. 214 Walther wrote that where baptism, in addition
to the Word, was administered, there one would have to
believe that the church was present. 215 One might suppose
that baptism, as the sacrament of initiation, was a sign
of the church in a more preeminent sense than was the
Lord's Supper.

Walther did not make such a distinction.

The Lord's Supper was a sign of the church on the strength
212

Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 95; see [C. F. w.
Walther] "Thesen Uber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft mit
Andersgla.ubigen," Filnter Synodal=Bericht des Westlichen
Districts der deutschen evang.=luth. Synode von Missouri,
Ohio u. a. Staaten. Anno Domini 1870 (St. Louis:
Druckerei der Synode von Missouri, Ohio und anderen
Staaten, 1870), p. 41.
213
214

Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 54.
Walther, Festklange, pp. 296-98; seep. 348.

215
Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 54; see pp. 102-4;
Wahre sichtbare Kirche, pp. 23-24.
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of 1 Cor. 10:17 and 12:13.
this means. 216

The church was preserved by

These were unmistakable signs of the church's
presence because the church was inconceivable without
them:
Now because no one can deny that without the
Christian doctrine, recorded and left behind by
Christ through His holy apostles in the holy Scripture, and without the holy sacraments connected with
it, the Christian church cannot be conceived of; and
further because no one can deny that the believers,
therefore the church, can be sought and surely found
only there where God's Word is preached and accepted,
therefore these means of grace are the only unmistakable signs of the true church.217
218
Without the Word of God there would be no church.
Corn grew only where it had been sown.

The church grew
only where the Word of God had been preached. 219 There
the church was known to be present. 220
Walther did not say that the church might be
present where the Word was preached and the sacraments
216 walther, Kirche und Amt, pp. 53-54.
21711 weil nun niemand leugnen kann, dass ohne die
christliche, in der h. Schrift von Christo durch seine
h. Apostel aufgezeichnete und hinterlassene Lehre und ohne
die damit verbundenen h. Sacramente keine christliche
Kirche gedacht werden kann; und weil ferner niemand
leugnen kann, dass die Glaubigen, also die Kirche, allein
da zu suchen und gewiss zu finden sei, wo Gottes Wort
geprediget und angenommen wird, so sind auch diese
Gnadenmittel die einzig untruglichen Kennzeichen wahren
Kirche. " Walther , "Wort und Sa er amen t, " p. 2 2 •
218walther, Brosamen, p. 170.
219 walther, Evangelien Postille, p. 208.
220walther, Epistel Pastille, p. 155.
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were administered.

He maintained that men could be cer-

tain of the church's presence there.
point on Is. 55:10-11.

Walther based this

The word of God never returned to

Him void or empty (leer) but always produced true
believers. 221 God's Word was never preached without
results (vergeblich).

But whenever and wherever it was

preached, God had foreseen that some would believe then
and there.

As a result, wherever the visible church was,
there the invisible church was also. 222 Commenting on
Is. 55:10-11, Walther wrote:
The preaching of the Word of God is for that reason
such a certain sign of the church because, by virtue
of the divine promise, it is never preached totally
in vain, but rather always has the conversion of
some, and therefore the origin of a church, as its
result.223

This was very much in agreement with Luther's position,
but for Calvin the Word of God could be present without.. _.
bringing about any conversions, i.e., apart from the
church. 224
221
Walther, Brosamen, p. 513; see Rechte Unterscheidung, pp. 326-27; Epistel Pastille, pp. 154-55;
Kirche und Amt, p. 57; Wahre sichtbare Kirche, pp. 15, 17.
222walther, Evangelien Pastille, pp. 208-9.
223

"Die Predigt des Wortes Gottes 1st also darum
ein so sicheres Kennzeichen der Kirche, weil es kraft der
g6ttlichen Verheissung nie ganz vergeblich gepredigt
wird, vielmehr imlner die Bekehrung Einiger, also die
Entstehung einer Kirche zur Folge hat." Walther, Wahre
sichtbare Kirche, p. 12; see Kirche und Amt, p. 53. See
below pp. 115-16.
224
see Seeberg, History of Doctrines, 2:291-92,
408-9.
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Walther did not operate with an ex opere operate
notion of -Word and sacrament.

The signs of the church

could be all around a person.

He could be hearing the

Word of God and using the sacraments, and yet he might
not be a believer.

He could still unmistakably betray

through his behavior that he was not a Christian. 225
sacraments did not automatically make one a Christian.

The
226

So the signs of the church did not apply to every individual who heard the Word and used the sacraments.

The

signs indicated that the church was present, that some of
the hearers were Christians.

But the signs did not in

any way make it possible to identify individuals as
Christians.
Walther considered it important to make use of
the signs of the church while they were present.
presence indicated an opportunity.

Their

In a sermon Walther

compared the church to a ship that sailed from place to
place.

It could and did weight anchor and sail away.

It

could leave St. Louis as it had left Jerusalem and
Constantinople, and i t could do so suddenly.

He pointed

out that Luther had warned the German people that the
Gospel was a traveling rain shower (ein fahrender
Platzregen) which did not return where i t had once been.
225 walther, Evangelien Pastille, p. 241.
226 walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 348.
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It had been with the Jews, and now they had nothing.

It·

had been among the Greeks and now they had the Turks.
It had been among the Latin speaking people, and now they
had the pope.

The Germans were not to assume that they

would have it forever.

The Gospel would not remain where
227
it was despised instead of gratefully received.
Summary
For Walther the doctrine of the church fitted
into the whole plan of salvation because the church was
elected in eternity and redeemed and called in time.
While Walther made many such allusions, he did not
attempt to systematize all Christian doctrine around the
doctrine of the church.

He did not favor systematizing

doctrine.
For Walther the word "church" was a collective
noun, and the conception was also collective.

The

Christians were the church.

The church was the totality

of all believers in Christ.

Their common relationship to

Christ through faith gave them also a relationship to
each other.

Regardless of the individual's relationship

to an external church body, everyone who had faith in
Christ was a member of the church, and no one who did not
227 Walther, Goldk6rner, pp. 34-36; see this whole
sermon, pp. 20-36. See ~lso Brosamen, pp. 404-5, 546.
According to Brosamen, p. 546, the source in Luther was
An die Rathsherren aller St~dte Deutschlands, dass sie
christliche Schulen aufrichten und halten sollen,
Luthers Werke, Walch ed., X, 539 f.
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have faith was a member.

This faith was given to

individuals through the Gospel and Baptism.
The church was essentially invisible.

The church

mentioned in the Nicene Creed was believed but not seen
(see Hebrews 11:1).

It was an object of faith.

What

made the church invisible was that no human vision could
perceive whether or not an individual was a member of the
church, for the faith which made one a church member was
in the human heart, hidden from human vision.

The members

of the church were visible, but their faith, and therefore their true church membership were not visible.
were known only to God.

They

It followed for Walther that the

church was no institution and no institution was the
church.
But Walther, like earlier Lutheran theologians,
had to defend against the charge of making the church a
Platonic ideal, something that had no real existence on
earth.

According to Walther the invisible church had a

real existence on earth.

It could not be seen, but its

presence could be known by the presence of Word and
Sacrament, the marks or signs of the church.

The presence

of the Word of God and the Sacraments guaranteed the
presence of the church.

Specifically, if there was

Baptism in the name of the Triune God, and if the Gospel
was preached with at least enough clarity for persons to
be brought to faith, then one knew that the church was
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there.

Some of the persons in a group where Word and

sacrament were found were Christians.
Is.55:10-11 as making this promise.

Walther interpreted
But Walther did not

limit the marks of the church to Baptism and the Gospel.
The whole Word of God and both Baptism and the Lord's
Supper were important for the preservation of the church
and functioned as signs of its presence.
the only marks of the church.

But these were

Other things, like faith,

hope, and charity, were themselves invisible and could
not be signs.

External organization and appearance were

visible but were not essential to the church.

They could

exist without the church or the church could exist without
them.

They could be deceptive if they were looked upon

as signs.
Walther taught that church membership was necessary for salvation (extra ecclesiam nulla salus), but he
referred this exclusively to the invisible church.
Because this membership was a concommittant of faith, it
did not at all add any requirements for salvation.

The

individual was saved by being brought to faith in Christ,
which included membership in the invisible church.

Of

the attributed of the church, Walther stressed unity a~d
catholicity.

The unity of the church was to be believed

in spite of external divisions among Christians, and it
consisted primarily in having one Head and one Lord,
Jesus Christ.

Catholicity meant universality.

The
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invisible church included all believers and was to be
found throughout the whole world, wherever Word and
sacrament were found.

Walther also stressed that the

invisible church would endure to all eternity.
In this way, by distinguishing the invisible
church from any visibility, Walther could speak very
highly of the church without finding it necessary to
absolutize any organization.

But Walther also taught

that the church was on earth and that its presence could
be perceived.

This is already an indication of the

importance which he placed on the visible church.
Because the Word of God was one of the signs of the
church's presence, Walther could also not be indifferent
to the purity with which that Word was preached.

This

indicates that his stress on the invisible church did not
lead him to any forms of unionism.

Rather, he distin-

guished various visible churches and designated one of
them as the true visible church.

CHAPTER III
THE CHURCHES:

VISIBLE COMMUNIONS

In one sense the whole doctrine of the church has
been presented in the previous chapter.

The invisible

church was the church of the creeds, the church in which
one believed.

That church was a matter of faith and

therefore of the faith, of theology or doctrine.

But

Walther also stressed the visible church and spoke about
it as a doctrinal topic.

The Bible mentioned actual

assemblies of Christians, and God had, therefore, envisioned a visible communion of believers.

For Walther the

invisible church was not something unreal or ideal or
abstract.

It actually existed on earth and was gathered

around Word and sacrament.

Walther was extremely con-

cerned to have a practical theological attitude towards
the church as a phenomenon, the visible church.
Walther discussed the visible church in general
as the sum total of all those who have been called to
faith.

This chapter discusses his conception of member-

ship in the visible church and the importance of that
membership.

It is also concerned with the fact that the

visible membership would always include some who were not
true members of the (invisible) church, some who did not
112
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believe.

This chapter also analyzes Walther's conception

of the true visible church, its rationale, its orthodoxy,
and its importance.

According to Walther the Lutheran

Church was the true visible church of God on earth.

Then

types and specific examples of false churches are briefly
examined.

Finally, Walther's attitude towards the separa-

tion of church and state is explored, for this is a matter
of the relationship between government and the visible
church.
The Visible Church in General
Walther summed up the doctrine of the visible
church in Kirche und Amt:
In an improper sense also the visible totality
of the called, i . e . all those who confess and hold
to the preached Word of God and use the sacraments,
which consists of good and bad persons, is called the
church (the universal [catholic] church), and the •-· -· •·
individual parts of it, i . e . the congregations in
various places in which God's Word is preached and
the sacraments are administered, are called churches
(particular churches); for this reason that the
invisible, true, properly so called church of the
believers, saints, and children of God is hidden in
these visible groups, and no elect are to be sought
outside of the group of those who have been called.l
111 1n einem uneigentlichen Sinne wird nach der hl.
Schrift auch die sichtbare Gesammtheit aller Berufenen
d. h. aller, die sich zu dem gepredigten Worte Gottes
bekennen und halten und die heiligen Sacramente gebrauchen,welche aus Guten und B6sen besteht, Kirche (die
allgemeine [katholische] Kirche), und die einzelnen
Abtheilungen derselben, d. h. die bin und wieder sich
findenden Gemeinden, in denen Gottes Wort gepredigt und
die heiligen Sacramente verwaltet werden, Kirchen
(Particularkirchen) genannt; darum nehmlich, weil in
diesen sichtbaren Haufen die unsichtbare, wahre, eigentlich sogenannte Kirche der Glaubigen, Heiligen und Kinder
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Walther's whole basic position on the visible church wascontained in this compact statement, but the various
aspects need explanation.
Walther highly praised the spiritual benefits of
membership in the church and stressed its importance.

2

Only membership in the invisible church was necessary for
salvation because faith in Christ automatically gave one
such membership.

But the members of the invisible church

were all among those who had been called, that is, they
were within the visible church in the broadest sense of
the term. 3 Precisely this "totality of the called," the
whole number of those who had been externally gathered
together by the preaching of God's Word, was the visible
church in general. 4
Although no one could see who did and who did not
belong to the invisible church, yet it was known that
Gottes verborgen liegt und ausser dem Haufen der Berufenen
keine Auserwlhlten zu suchen sind." Walther, Kirche und
Amt, p. 63.
2
walther, Brosamen, p. 164; Evangelien Postille,
p. 224.
3

Walther, Kirche und Amt, pp. 63, 161; Epistel
Postille, p. 154.
4

"Vorlage des Herrn Professor Walther zu einer
Schrift Uber Kirche und Predigtamt," Filnfter Synodal=
Bericht der deutschen Ev.=Luth. Synode von Missouri, Ohio
u. a. Staaten vom Jahre 1851, zweite Auflage (St. Louis:
Druckerei der Synode von Missouri, Ohio und andern
Staaten, 1976), p. 171. This was the Synod's discussion
of Walther's theses for Kirche und Amt. On Melancthron's
use of this concept see Seeberg, History of Doctrine,
2:354.
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those who belonged to the invisible church were also
members of the visible church.

For, as Walther pointed

out in a Pentecost sermon from 1842, a little more -than a
year after the Altenburg Debate, when the Saxon immigrants
had finally, under his theological leadership, come to
some clarity about the distinction between the visible
and the invisible church, the fellowships to which the
Christians belonged were all visible. 5 As the members of
the invisible church were also members of the visible
church, it was also known that every visible church contained some true Christians, some members of the invisible
church.

Walther believed that this had been promised in

Is. 55:10-11.

He commented:

Therefore the Word of God is never preached in vain,
but wherever God has His Word preached, it happens
because He knows in advance that at least a few souls
are there that will accept it and will come to love.. ... .
Christ and to keep His Word. Wherever God gives His
means of grace, some on whom He has bestowed grace
are also certainly there. Wherever there are some
who have been called through God's Word, there is
also certainly a number who have been elected to
eternal salvation . . • . Wherever the lamp of the
Gospel burns, there the Lord certainly also has a
visible congregation in which God's Word is purely
preached, there is also certainly an invisible
church of true believers, who are hidden in the
visible congregation like the heavenly kernal in
the earthly shell. As a column of smoke proclaims
the presence of fire, and as the risen sun proclaims
the coming of the day, with irrefutable certainty,
so the sound of the Word of God at any place testifies
of the certain presence of the true Christian church. 6
5walther, Festklange, p. 295.
611 Nie wird also das Wort Gottes vergeblich

gepredigt, sondern wo immer Gott sein Wort predigen
lasst, da geschieht es, weil er voraus weiss, dass da
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Membership in the visible church was not a prerequisite for salvation.

But in its most basic terms, in terms of

hearing the Word of God and receiving the sacraments,
this membership was simply part of being saved.
Walther said in a Pentacost sermon that one did
not travel the road to heaven alone. 7 It had been
revealed as "the earnest will of the Lord" that those who
would triumph together in heaven were to suffer and do
battle together on earth. 8 If one wanted to belong to the
invisible church, then he was also to seek membership in
the visible church, specifically the true visible church.
Walther said in a post-Reformation sermon on 1 John 2:19:
wengistens einige Seelen sind, die es annehmen, zur Liebe
Christi kommen und sein Wort halten werden. Wo immer
Gott seine Gnadenmittel gibt, da sind auch gewisslich
Begnadigte. Wo immer durch Gottes Wort Berufene sind, da
1st auch gewiss eine Anzahl zur ewigen Seligkei t
... ..
Auserwahlten • • • • Wo immer der Leuchter des Evangeliwns
brennt, da hat sich auch gewisslich der HErr eine Schaar
der Seinen. Kurz, wo immer eine sichtbare Gemeinde ist,
in welcher Gottes Wort rein und lauter gepredigt wird,
da 1st auch gewiss eine unsichtbare Kirche wahrer
Glaubiger, die in der sichtbaren Gemeinde wie der
himmlische Kern in der irdischen Schale verborgen liegt.
Wie die Rauchsaule das Vorhandensein des Feuers und wie
die aufgegangene Sonne das Gekommensein des Tages
unwidersprechlich gewiss verkilndigt, so zeugt das
Erschallen des Wortes Gottes an irgend einem Orte von
dem gewissen Vorhandensein der wahren chirstlichen
Kirche." Walther, Evan;elien Pastille, pp. 208-9; see
Kirche und Amt, pp. 78- 9. The emphasis was Walther's.
See above pp. 105-6.
7

Walther, Brosamen, p. 169.
8 "Der ernstliche Wille des HErrn," Walther,
Brosamen, p. 168; see Kirche und Amt, p. 145.
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But you who are seriously concerned to belong
to the invisible communion of the children of God,
never forget: the right way to enter and remain in
this invisible communion is to hold to those who
remain loyal to God's Word and confess the right
faith purely, and not only to believe with these
people but also to confess, assemble, labor and
work, battle and suffer.9
God's will that there be a visible church was revealed
through the command that Christians publicly confess
their faith, through the fact that God had instituted
and preserved the office of the ministry, and through
God's will for the sacraments and church discipline. 10
So the visible church existed by the will of God for
the benefit of the members of the invisible church.
Walther could speak of the visible church and of
visible churches.

In defining the latter for the Western

District Convention in 1873, he said that a visible
church was a group of people who confessed the same
.

d oc t ri.ne.

11

They were united by their common faith

911 Ihr aber, die ihr mit Ernst darauf bedacht seid,
zu der unsichtbaren Gemeinde der Kinder Gottes zu geh6ren,
vergesset nie: der rechte Weg, in diese unsichtbare
Gemeinde zu kommen und darin zu bleiben, ist eben dieser,
dass ihr euch zu denen haltet und mit denen nicht nur
glaubet, sondern auch bekennet, euch versammelt, arbeitet
und wirket, streitet und leidet, die treu bei Gottes Wort
verbleiben und den rechten Glauben rein und lauter
beJcennen." Walther, Brosamen, p. 269.
10on confession see Walther, Von der Pflicht,
pp. 14-15; on the ministry see Brosamen, p. 266; on the
sacraments and discipline see Briefe, 2:88 (to Pastor Ch.
H. Loeber, March 25, 1867); Brosamen, p. 168; Kirche und
Amt, p. 78.
11walther, Western District, 1873, p. 31.
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(Glaube) and their conunon doctrine (Glaubenslehre) •

12

Visible-churches were distinguished from each other by
their doctrinal positions.

Particular churches

(Particularkirchen) were visible fellowships in which
the Gospel and the sacraments were available.

13

Walther

said at the Buffalo Colloquy that the Lutheran Church
14

was also a particular church.

Walther also used this

term to refer to a smaller part of a fellowship such as
the Lutheran Church, to a congregation or to a group of
congregations like a synod. 15
Walther knew that neither the visible church in
general nor any part of it could have only true believers
for members.

He pictured the apparent Christian

(Scheinchrist) as potentially participating to the fullest
in the life of the visible church. 16

It was only a human

idea (Menschengedanke), not God's idea, that the visible
church had to have a totally pure membership. 17

There

12

cc. F. W. Walther] "Soll ein Lutheraner bei
seiner Kirche bleiben und sich nichts bewegen lassen, von
ihr abzufallen?" Der Lutheraner 30 (October 15, 1847):
153. See below, p. 123-24.
13

p. 83.

Walther, "Antwort auf die neueste Vertheidigung,"

14

Das Buffaloer Colloquium, p. 3; Walther, "Vorwort
der Redaktion zum dreizehnten Jahrgang des 'Lutheraner,'
Der Lutheraner 13 (June 30, 1857):178.
15

Walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, pp. 150-51;
Baier-Walther, Compendium, 3:634.
16
17

walther, Brosamen, pp. 199-200.
walther, Licht des Lebens, p. 158.
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had always been false Christians and hypocrites in the
visible church.

There were not only clean and unclean

animals in Noah's Ark, but there was also a person like
Ham in Noah's own family. 18

Just as there would always be

tares in a wheat field, so there would always be hypocrites and false Christians among the true believers. 19
This position on the mixed membership of the visible
church had been the position of the ancient Western
church in the fourth and fifth centuries when it had to
oppose Donatism.

Augustine is especially prominent among

the theologians who held this position in opposition to
Donatism.

Luther also taught the mixed membership of

the visible church.

During his time there were some among

the radicals and Anabaptists who insisted on a totally
pure visible church.

Although this idea of purity has

persisted in some groups, for instance, among those
Puritans who were known as Separatists, it has not been
very common when one views the whole history of the
church. 20

These non-Christians were in the visible

18walther, Goldk6rner, p. 22. On mixed congregational membership see below, pp. 193-96.
19 walther, Predigtentwilrfe, p. 57; see pp. 56-58;
Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 16; Kirche und Amt, p. 65;
Evangelien Pastille, pp. 83-88; Licht des Lebens, p. 297.

Walther was here using this metaphor in a different sense
than that in which it is used in Jesus' parable of the
wheat and the tares in Matthew 13:24-30. See Jesus'
explanation of this parable in Matthew 13:36-43. See
also below, pp. 218-19.
20on the early church and Augustine see Seeberg,
History of Doctrines, 1:62-63, 317, 325-26, 2:25-26. On
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church but were not really members of it, just as they

·

were not members of the invisible church.

They were not
21
"really and truly" members of the visible church.
They

did not belong to the church but were mixed in with the
real members.

They were "in the church" but not "of the

church," he said in an 1867 Pentecost sermon on John
22
14:23-31.
Walther taught that this mixed composition of the
visible church would persist until the end of the world.
He considered it one of the worst errors of chiliasm that
it taught that there was to be a time within earthly
history when all Christians, even all people, were to be
united in one visible church on earth. 23 Part of the
controversy between the Missouri Synod and the Iowa
Synod, which dragged on through the latter 1850s and
1860s, involved the question of whether or not chiliasm
(millennialism) could be tolerated in the Lutheran
Luther see 2:294-5 and Hagglund, History of Theology,
p. 245.
21
"Wirklich und wahrhaftig," C. F. w. Walther,
"Zur Lehre von der Kirche," Der Lutheraner 2 (December 5,
1854):58.
22

"In der Kirche," "von der Kirche," Walther,
Festklange, p. 346; see Evangelien Postille, p. 207;
"Vorwort der Redaktion zum dreizehnten Jahrgang des
'Lutheraner,'" Der Lutheraner 13 (July 28, 1857) :196;
Wahre sichtbare Kirche, pp. 9-10.
23
walther, Festklange, pp. 461-62; see Brosamen,
p. 458; Casual=Predigten, p. 223.
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Church.

Walther, with the Missouri Synod, answered that
question in the negative. 24 Walther taught that the
weeds were to be separated from the wheat only after
earthly history.

On judgment day the false and true
Christians were to be separated forever.25 This position,

which Walther took over against the chiliasts, was the
same as that which the early church had taken over
against the Donatists, who had likewise said that the
church was to completely holy before the end of the
world.

26 ·

The chiliasts with whom Walther was concerned

still referred this holiness to the future, namely the
millennium, but they were premillennialists, including
the millennium in earthly history.
Walther said in an 1851 sermon that the name of
the church was in fact borne by all those on earth who
called themselves Christians, even in those parts of the
visible church in which the Word of God was impurely
27
preached, as long as the Word was not denied.
Walther
24 saepler, Century, pp. 142-46.
25walther, Festklange, p. 293; Gnadenjahr, p. 119;
Licht des Lebens, p. 161; see also Casual=Predigten,
p. 190; Licht des Lebens, p. 295; Brosamen, pp. 244, 591;
Festklange, p. 269; Evangelien Postille, p. 207. The
last six page numbers represent sermon outlines from
which the reader can refer to the numbered parts of the
sermons. See also [C. F. w. Walther] "Fttnfter Sonntag
nach Epiphanias, 11 Magazin f(ir Ev.-luth. Homiletik 1
(January 1877):19.
26 seeberg, History of Doctrines, 1:317.
27 walther, Epistel Postille, p. 151.
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had been insisting on this point ever since the Altenburg
Debate. 28 There was justification for this use of the
name.

That it was not a misuse was shown, in Walther's

view, by the practice of the Bible in calling the
Corinthian and Galatian congregations churches in spite
of their many problems. 29

This use was improper

(uneigentlich) in that it was figurative.

Specifically,

the figure was synecdoche, in which the whole is named
for a part.

The whole visible church got the name of the

church from the true Christians within it, to whom the
name was applied in the proper (eigentlich) sense.

30

Both Luther and John Gerhard also considered this usage
a synecdoche. 31

A wheat field retained its name in spite

of the tares that grew on it.
name

A golden ring retained its

in spite of the admixture of copper.

A glass of

wine was still a glass of wine even when water was mixed
in.

The name came from the more excellent or preeminent
28

See K6stering, Auswanderung, pp. 51-52.

29

Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 64; seep. 95; Wahre
sichtbare Kirche, p. 15; Baier-Walther, Compendium,
3:645.
30

Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 64; see also "Vorwort
der Redaktion zum dreizehnten Jahrgang des 'Lutheraner,'"
Der Lutheraner 13 (August 11, 1857) :202.
31

On Luther see Walther, Kirche und Amt, pp. 6768, citing Auslegung des Briefes St. Pauli an die Gal.
Cap. 1, 2. Halle ed., Vol. VIII, p. 1588. On Gerhard
see Walther, Kirche und Amt, pp. 71-72, citing Loe. de
eccl., §65 and §79; see Schmid, Doctrinal Theology,
pp. 595-96.
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part (a potiore parte, dem vorzUglicheren Theile gem!ss).
The visible church got its name from the members of the
invisible church that were in it. 32 The name of the
church was applied in this synecdochal sense to any
visible fellowship which had the unmistakable signs of
the invisible church.

There were true Christians in any

such visible church.

Therefore no untruth was involved
in this figurative use of language. 33
The True Visible Church
Walther and the other German immigrants on the

American frontier must have been somewhat confused by the
bewildering variety of churches that were highly visible
and loudly audible in the nineteenth century.

The

Germans had been accustomed to only two or three visible
churches in Europe.

Walther recognized that there were ..-:---..

many visible churches, but he insisted that only one of
them could be the true visible church.

//
/

In Walther's view the nature of a visible church
was demonstrated by its doctrine.

A visible church was

united "through a definite common faith and through a
definite doctrine of the faith. 1134

Therefore that visible

32 walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 326; Wahre
sichtbare Kirche, p. 16; see also Briefe 2:197 (to Joh.
Fackler, May 24, 1870).
33 walther, Kirche von Amt, pp. 12-13.
3411 ourch einen bestimmten gemeinsamen Glauben und

durch eine bestimmte Glaubenslehre," [C. F. W. Walther]
"Soll ein Lutheraner bei seiner Kirche bleiben und sich
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church which had the correct doctrine was the true
visible church. 35 Walther insisted, "We do not judge the
/

doctrine according to the church, but the church according
, to the doctrine. n 36 Walther said in an 1870 sermon:

✓✓

One may not consider something to be the truth because
the ostensible true church teaches it, but rather one
may consider only that the true church which first proves
that it teaches the truth. Something is not for that
reason the truth because the church says it, but the
other way around, a fellowship is only for t~;t
reason the church because it says the truth.
Walther had designated the pure Word and the
unadulterated sacraments as the marks or signs of the
presence of the invisible church. 38 Churches in which
the Word of God remained essentially present without
being taught in all its purity were still real churches,
but in a limited sense.

The true visible church in an

unlimited sense was the one in which the doctrine was
nichts bewegen lassen, von ihr abzufallen?" Der
Lutheraner 30 (October 15, 1874) :153. See above pp.
117-18.
35 Ibid.
36
"wir beurtheilen nicht die Lehre nach der
Kirche, sondern die Kirche nach der Lehre." Walther,
Brosamen, p. 316.
3711
Man darf nicht etwas fur Wahrheit halten, weil
es die angebliche wahre Kirche lehrt, sondern man darf
vielmehr nur diejenige fur die wahre Kirche halten,
welche vorher beweist, dass sie die Wahrheit lehrt;
Wahrheit ist etwas nicht dann und darum, wenn und weil es
die Kirche sagt, sondern umgekehrt, eine Gemeinschaft ist
nur dann und darum die Kirche, wenn und weil sie die
Wahrheit sagt." Walther, Gnadenjahr, p. 113.
38
walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 52; Wahre sichtbare
Kirche, pp. 10-11.
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pure and the sacraments were administ~red according to
God's Word.

Walther wrote:

Ecclesiastical writers do sometimes call all
those fellowships, which still retains God's Word
essentially, true, i.e. real churches, in opposition
to non-churches. But a true visible church in an
unlimited sense, in opposition to sects or churches
with false doctrine, is only that one in which God's
Word is preached purely and the sacraments are
administered according to the Gospe1.39
Walther explained that this purity functioned in Article
VII of the Augsburg Confession to characterize the
visible church not as it would always be but as it should
40
always be.
Walther quoted John Gerhard to the effect
that just as Word and sacraments were the signs of the
church, so the pure preaching of the Word and the correct
(rechtmassig) administration of the sacraments were signs
of the pure church.

41

The true visible church or a true

3911 zwar nennen die kirchlichen Schirftsteller
zuweilen auch alle diejenigen Gemeinschaften, welche
Gottes Wort noch wesentlich behalten, im Gegensatz zu den
Nichtkirchen, wahre, d. i. wirkliche Kirchen; eine wahre
sichtbare Kirche aber in einem uneingeschrankten Sinne,
im Gegensatz zu den falschglaubigen Kirchen oder Secten,
ist nur diejenige, in welcher Gottes Wort rein gepredigt
und die heiligen Sacramente laut des Evangelii gereicht
werden. 11 Walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 42. The
emphasis was Walther's. See Rechte Gestalt, p. l;
"Thesen Uber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft, 11 p. 22.
40
· F. w. Walther] "Vorwort der Redaktion zum
dreizehnten Jahrgang des 'Lutheraner, 111 Der Lutheraner
13 (July 14, 1857):187.
41 walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 45; Kirche
und Amt, p. 103, in both places siting Loe. de ecclesia
§131.

cc.
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visible particular church was one in which everything was
subject to the Word of Christ. 42
Walther said in a sermon to open a synodical
convention that the orthodox church was not infallible,
but the Word on which it tocks its stand was infallible.

43

There would be errorists in the orthodox church, he
explained at the Western District convention in 1870,
but they would abandon their errors once it has been
proven to them on the basis of the Bible that they were
in error.

Those who persisted in error would have to be

excluded from the orthodox church if it was to remain
orthodox. 44
An important part of orthodoxy for Walther was

unity and unanimity in pure doctrine. He spoke of
"purity and unity of doctrine. 1145 The church was to have
the same faith and to say the same thing, not only using
the same words but also using them in the same sense and
46
meaning.
Walther wrote, "A whole fellowship can have
42

Walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 42; "Thesen
Uber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft," p. 23.
43

Walther, Brosamen, p. 456. The text of this
sermon was Psalm 119:23-25.
44
walther, "Thesen uber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft,"
pp. 26, 30; Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 46.
45

"Reinheit und Einheit der Lehre," Walther,
Brosamen, p. 525.
46

Walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 42.

127

the truth only when it is united in it.• 47
/

This statement

betrays Walther's straightforward attitude toward truth.
Truth was distinct from error and totally at one with
itself.

Walther held firmly to the perspicuity of

Scripture, and therefore he saw unity in doctrine as possible for the church. 48
This purity of doctrine was not a private but a
public matter, for it was both confessed and preached.
The church was required to confess its faith just as the
individual members were required to do so.

The church

was a confessional fellowship (Bekenntnissgemeinschaft). 49
These remarks were made by Walther at the 1877 convention
of the Missouri Synod in a sermon on the text I I Timothy
1:13-14.

The theme of the sermon concerned confessional

loyalty.

As one believed with the church, one was also

.

to speak with the church in the same language and the
same words in order to be identified with it and to
further its purposes. 50

This confessional doctrine was

4711 Eine ganze Gesellschaft kann nur dann die

Wahrheit haben, wenn sie darin einig ist." [C. F. w.
Walther) "Predigt iiber die Epistel am 17. Sonntag nach
Trinitatis," Magazin fiir Ev.-luth. Homiletik 8 (October
1884) :292.
48 see Walther, Goldk6rner, pp. 91-108; "Thesen

iiber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft, 11 p. 27; Western District,
1873; pp. 45, 47; Rechte Unterscheidung, pp. 54-55; Wahre
sichtbare Kirche, p. 66.
49

walther, Casual=Predigten, p. 333; see the eighth
of the Altenburg Theses, In K8stering, Auswanderung, p. 52.
50

cc. F. w. Walther) "Von der Kirchensprache,"
Lehre und Wehre 5 (April 1859):98-99; see also Walther
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to be not only recognized but also used in the church.

51

Walther quoted John Gerhard to the effect that the doctrine of the church was determined by the doctrine which
was publicly preached in that church. 52
Walther insisted very strongly on pure doctrine,
but for him there was no conflict between pure doctrine
and living the Christian life.

On the contrary, only on

the basis of Christian doctrine was the life of the
church created, purified, and furthered. 53

Those who did

not pay attention to pure doctrine remained godless
persons. 54

Being concerned about purity of life and not

about purity of doctrine was analogous to telling a
farmer to worry about crops but not about seed. 55

Pure

doctrine included teaching the truth about the
life. 56

Purity of doctrine was very important for the

whole life of the church.

Where there was purity of

doctrine, the visible church would flourish. 57

Concern

to "Mein theurer Zorn," December 12, 1870, Correspondence,
CHI.

51Walther, Brosamen, p. 402.
52

walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 151, citing
John Gerhard, Loe. de eccl. §136.
53 walther, Brosamen, pp. 170, 562.
54
walther, Western District, 1873, p. 33.
55

walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 19.

56 walther, Brosamen, p. 410.
57 walther, Goldk6rner, p. 1071 Brosamen, pp. 21617.
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for the purity of doctrine was the main thing
(Hauptsache) in the church, but it always went hand in
hand with zeal for a pure and holy life.

Otherwise the

concern for pure doctrine was like a painting of a fire
that gave no heat. 58

There was really no such thing as

dead orthodoxy, Walther said in a sermon at a synodical
convention.
was dead.

Only apparent orthodoxy (Scheinorthodoxie)
Pure doctrine was always full of spirit,

power, life, light, and fire. 59
Walther acknowleged that there had always been
people like Donatists and Anabaptists who had placed more
emphasis on the life of church members than on the
church's doctrinal stance. 60

But in the true church one

would have to tolerate many weaknesses, frailties, and
sins. 61

Walther insisted in an 1845 sermon that one could

not judge a church by the holiness of its members.
possibility of being deceived was too great.

62

The

This

position had also been enunciated by Walther in the
Altenburg Debate. 63

It was important for the Stephanites

58 walther, Brosamen, p. 216.
59 Ibid., p. 416.
60walther, Evangelien Postille, p. 85.
61 walther, Epistel Pastille, pp. 404-5.
62 walther, Licht des Lebens, pp. 451-52.
63 K8stering, Auswanderung, pp. 51-52.
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to remember in the depths of their confusion and their
fears that they had the right to call themselves members
of the church.

It was also a significant break for

Walther with the Pietistic influences that reached back
to his days as a student at Leipzig.

Pietism had been at

best unclear on this point, and it had sometimes led to
judgmentalism that divided the church.

Walther, having

come to this understanding insisted that there would be
sins and errors among the members of every visible church.
/The difference was that in the true visible church the
/✓

error would still count as error, and sin would be called
"-Sin. In a false church some error was considered true. 64
In his Reformation festival sermon for 1853 Walther
pointed out that teaching about Christian life was part
of Christian doctrine.

One did not judge a church on the

basis of how well the members lived up to this teaching.
The true visible church would teach correctly about
Christian life. 65
External membership in the true visible church
was not of absolute but only of relative importance, but
that importance was still great in Walther's opinion.
One could be saved as a member of another visible church,
and persons with external membership in the true visible
64

65

Walther, Brosamen, p. 261.
walther, Casual=Predigten, p. 62.
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church could also be damned. 66

Walther considered i t a

confusion of Law and Gospel to make fellowship with the
true visible church necessary for salvation. 67

He said

in 1866 at the Buffalo Colloquy that anyone who held such
68
a doctrine was a papist.
This point was directed
against the doctrine of Grabau.

In 1853, while in con-

troversy with Grabau himself, Walther said in a sermon
that if only those who belonged to the true visible
church would be saved, then the number of the saved would
have been small indeed.

69

Walther did not consider i t indifferent to which
visible church one belonged or whether or not one belonged
to the true visible church.

He believed that one could

not leave the true visible church or join a false church
70
without danger to one's soul (Seelengefahr).
Walther
insisted that i t was the duty of every human being to
confess solidarity with the true visible church and to
join it if he had opportunity.

This duty followed from

the existence of the true visible church if one believed
66 walther, Gnadenjahr, pp. 477-78; Brosamen, pp.
215-16; Evangelien Postille, p. 76; "Vorwort der Redaktion
zum dreizehnten Jahrgang des 'Lutheraner, 111 Der
Lutheraner 13 (December 2, 1856):58-59.
67 walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 322.
68 Das Buffaloer Colloquium, p. 3.
69 walther, Gnadenjahr, p. 475.
70walther, Brosamen, p. 259.
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in it.

Only disbelief that there was a true visible
church led to indifference in this matter. 71 In negativ.e
terms, it was a person's duty to flee all congregations,
72
sects, and teachers that held to false doctrine.
The
twin duties to avoid those who held stubbornly to false
doctrine and to remain with those who taught and confessed
correctly were the reasons why the doctrine of the
invisible church did not make membership in the true
visible church unimportant. 73 According to 1 John 2:19,

/

Walther said, a person who fell away from the true visible
church was not a member of the invisible church. 74 But

// leaving a church that taught error was required by the
'\command that the Christian confess Christ. 75 The fact
that some of these comments have been taken from an 1852
sermon by Walther shows that, even during the controversy
with Grabau, Walther did not lose sight of the positive
doctrine of the visible church and did not deemphasize
the visible church. 76
71
p. 33.

Walther, "Thesen Uber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft,"

72

Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 95.

73
74

75

Walther, Brosamen, p. 258.
Ibid., see Walther, Casual=Predigten, pp. 54-67.
Walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 327.

76
This sermon is found in Brosamen, pp. 255-70;
also C. F. W. Walther, "Warum sell und kann uns der
Glaube, dass die wahre Kirche eigentlich unsichtbar und
Uber die ganze Welt zerstreut 1st, nicht verleiten, die
rechtglKubige sichtbare Kirche zu verlassen? Eine
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Walther taught that it was not certain that there
would always be a visible church that was pure in doctrine.77

This was a matter of distinguishing between the

visible and the invisible church with respect to the
promises that had been given to the church, in this case
specifically the promise of Matt. 16:18, that the gates of
hell would not prevail against the church.

There was no

basis in the Bible for saying that the promise of
uninterrupted duration had been given to the true visible
church.

Walther wrote:

According to the divine promises it is indeed
impossible that the one holy Christian church should
ever perish. But it is certainly possible and has
at times actually happened that there has been no
true visible church of God on earth in the unlimited
sense of the word, namely one in which by means of an
uncorrupt public ministry the preaching of the pure
Word of God and the administration of the unfalsified
sacraments have been in full swing.78
Predigt, gehalten zu St. Louis, Mo., am 22. Sonntag nach
dem Feste der heiligen Dreieinigkeit 1852," Der
Lutheraner 9 (Nov. 23, 1852):49-54. This sermon was also
published separately, as a pamphlet. See the bibliography.
77 [c. F. W. Walther] "Vorwort zu Jahrgang 1859,"
Lehre und Wehre 5 (February 1859) :34. But the invisible
church would never perish. See above, pp. 95-96.
7811 zwar ist es laut der g6ttlichen Verheissungen
unmoglich, dass die Eine heilige christliche Kirche
jemals untergehe, wohl aber 1st es m6glich und 1st auch
wirklich zu Zeiten geschehen, dass es keine wahre
sichtbare Kirche Gottes im uneingeschrlinkten Sinne des
Wortes gegeben hat, in welcher namlich vermittelst eines
unverderbten 6ffentlichen Predigtamtes die Predigt des
reinen Wortes Gottes und die Verwaltung der unverf~lschten
Sacramente in Schwange gegangen ware." Walther, Wahre
sichtbare Kirche, p. 47. The emphasis was Walther's.
See
also Brosamen, p. 171. Walther could express himself
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The visible church in general had never ceased to exist, ·
and it followed from Walther's views on the connection
between the visible and the invisible church that there
had never been a time since Pentecost when the Gospel had
not been proclaimed.

Because the elect were not to be

sought apart from the called, and because the believers
were not to be sought apart from those who confessed the
faith, the whole visible church could not perish any more
than the invisible church could. 79 But Walther was convinced that there had been times when there had been no
visible orthodox church.so

In fact, there had been very

few times at which Christian doctrine in total purity had
actually been in full swing (im Schwange). The church in
this sense waxed and waned like the moon. 81
There were many churches in existence, and their
doctrinal positions were mutually contradictory.

Walther

insisted for that reason that there could be only one
differently on this point. Walther, Licht des Lebens,
pp. 676-77; [C. F. w. Walther] "Von dem Namen
'Lutheraner,'" Der Lutheraner 1 (October 19, 1844) :14.
But this posthumous sermon book and the early periodical
article are not likely to represent Walther's settled
doctrinal position over against Wahre sichtbare Kirche.
79
[C. F. W. Walther] "Vorwort der Redaktion zwn
dreizehnten Jahrgang des 'Lutheraner,'" Der Lutheraner
13 (December 30, 1856):76.
80
cc. F. W. Walther] "Vorwort der Redaktion zum
dreizehnten Jahrgang des 'Lutheraner,'" Der Lutheraner
13 (June 30, 1857):178.
81
Walther, Brosamen, pp. 560-61.
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true visible church.

82

Walther believed that that true

visible church of God on earth was the Lutheran Church,
and he wrote Die evangelisch=lutherische Kirche die wahre
sichtbare Kirche Gottes auf Erden to prove that point.
In that book he defined the Lutheran Church as the
totality of those who without reservation (ohne RUckhalt)
confessed the doctrine of the Lutheran Reformation as
contained in the Lutheran confessions as the pure doctrine
83
of God's Word.
This was also the concept with which he
operated in his 1858 Western District convention essay on
confessional subscription. 84 He knew that some Lutheran
theologians had applied the name of the Lutheran Church
to the invisible church in keeping with their claim that
the Lutherans had never separated from the invisible
church.

In this sense the doctrine of the Lutheran

Church was that of the whole church, and any visible
church which taught that doctrine could be called
82 cc. F. w. Walther] "Von dem Namen 'Lutheraner,
Der Lutheraner 1 (October 19, 1844):14.
83 walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, pp. 50-51.

111

84 cc. F. w. Walther] Antwort auf die Frage: Warum
sind die symbolischen Bilcher unserer Kirche von denen,
welche Diener derselben werden wollen, unbedingt zu
unterschreiben? Ein von der deutschen evang.-lutherischen
Synode von Missouri Ohio und anderen Staaten westlichen
Districts bei Gelegenheit der Versammlung derselben 1m
A ril 1858 zu St. Louis, Mo. an enommenes Referat (St.
Louis: Lutherisc er Concor ia Verlag,
7 , pp. 23-26.
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Lutheran. 85

In this connection Lutheranism was nothing
but Christianity. 86 A Lutheran wanted to be nothing bu~
87
a true Christian.

Walther himself could use the name of the
Lutheran Church in this broader sense. 88 He could, for
instance, picture the Lutheran Church as nothing other
than the restoration of the apostolic church. 89 Especially important for Walther was the continuity or agreement in the Biblical doctrine.

Walther would also admit

that a person could be an orthodox Christian without using
the Lutheran name. 90 But Walther also cautioned about
the great confusion that could result from failing to
maintain the distinction between the two senses in which
the name of the Lutheran Church was used. 91 One should
85walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 109. These earlier
Lutheran theologians had also used the name of the ·
Lutheran Church to refer to the specific church body
which explicitly claimed that name.
86
walther, Western District, 1875, p. 23.
87
[c. F. W.] W[alther], "Wer ist ein wahrer
Lutheraner? Predigt am Reformationsfest den 31.
October 1875 gehalten zu St. Louis und au£ Verlangen
mitgetheilt," Der Lutheraner (December 1, 1875) :178.
88
E.g. Walther, "Thesen Uber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft," p. 23.
89

Walther, Brosamen, pp. 220-32.
90
cc. F. W. Walther] "Vorwort der Redaktion zum
dreizehnten Jahrgang des 'Lutheraner,'" Der Lutheraner,
13 (June 30, 1857):178.
91
Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 109.
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not broaden the broader sense too far. 92

Not every

member of the invisible church could be called Lutheran.
Walther did not use the Lutheran name in that way.

He

drew no conclusions about church fellowship from the
broader sense in which the name of the Lutheran Church
could be used, just as he drew no conclusions about
church fellowship from the doctrine of the invisible
church.

He used the name of the Lutheran Church in the

narrow sense in the large majority of cases.
It was Walther's consistent and insistent position
that the Lutheran Church was by no means the one holy
Christian church of which the creeds spoke and outside
of which there could be no salvation. 93

In an 1857

article, still during the controversy with Grabau, who
maintained that membership in the visible Lutheran Church
was necessary for salvation, Walther said that it had not
been the intention of Luther and his co-workers to found
a visible church that would encompass all the members of
94
the invisible church on earth.
There were Christians
92 This seems to have been done by Erwin L.
Lueker, "Church and Ministry in the Thought and Policies
of Lutherans in America," Concordia Historical Institute
Quarterly 42 (August 1969):105.
93 walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 54; see P•
58; Brosamen, p. 257.
94
F. w. Walther] "Vorwort der Redaktion zum
dreizehnten Jahrgang des 'Lutheraner,'" Der Lutheraner
13 (June 30, 1857) :178.

cc.
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outside of the visible Lutheran Church, and that fact was
for Walther a cause for joy. 95 Because not all true
Christians were members of the Lutheran Church, this
visible fellowship was only a part of the church, a
Particularkirche. 96 Walther considered it untenable to
say, as Grabau seemed to have done, that the Lutheran
Church was the one, holy, Christian church.

That church

had been given the promise that it would continue to
exist until the end of the world.

If this promise had

been given to any visible church, then the Roman Catholic
Church of the middle ages must have been the one, holy,
Christian church.

Otherwise one would have to maintain

thatChrist had not kept His promise or that there had
been no church before the Reformation. 97 This argument
was intended as a reductio ad absurdum.
Walther taught that the Lutheran Church was the
true visible church of God on earth.

To establish this

point he considered it necessary to prove that the
95

Walther, Brosamen, p. 257; see Rechte Unterscheidung, pp. 326, 331; P[ieper], "Dr. c. F. w. Walther
als Theologe," 35 (May 1889):141.
96
cc. F. w. Walther] "Vorwort der Redaktion zum
dreizehnten Jahrgang des 'Lutheraner,'" Der Lutheraner
13 (June 30, 1857):178; Evangelien Postille, p. 72;
Brosamen, pp. 537, 558; Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 58.
97

Walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 325; "Vorwort
der Redaktion zum dreizehnten Jahrgang des 'Lutheraner,'"
Der Lutheraner 13 (December 30, 1856):73-74, (July 14,
1857):187; Walther to Pastor Steimle, January 25, 1861,
Correspondence, CHI.

139

doctrine of the lu ther an Church was the only true doctrine.
He said at the Western District convention in 1872, "It is
one and the same thing whether it is proved that the doctrine of the Lutheran Church is the only true doctrine or
that the Lutheran Church is the only true visible church. 1198
In his series of essays at the Western District conventions
from 1873 to 1886, Walther put this in terms of proving that
the only true religion, church, and doctrine would be the
religion, church, and doctrine that gave all glory to God
99
alone.
The sum and substance of these essays was Walther' s
attempt to prove that Lutheran doctrine did, in fact, give
all glory to God alone.

The Predestinarian Controversy

resulted in part from Walther's demonstration at the 1877
convention that the Lutheran doctrine on conversion gave all
glory to God alone .

In this way there is at least an histor-

ical connection between the Predistination Controversy and
the aftermath of Walther's controversies on the church.
Elsewhere he explained that the Lutheran Church did not
insist on agreement with its doctrine because it claimed
It claimed to be the ✓
100
right church because it taught the right doctrine.
/
to be the right (rechte) church.

9811 Der Sache nach 1st es eins, ob bewiesen wird,
dass die Lehre der Lutherischen Kirche die allein wahre
sei, oder dass die lutherische Kirche die allein wahre
sichtbare Kirche sei." Walther, Western District, 1873,
p. 41.
99 walther, Western District, 1873, pp. 26, 39;
1874, p. 30; 1876, p. 20.
100
F. w. Walther] "Bermerkungen zu 'Unsere Stellung zu unserem Bekenntniss,'" in Correspondence, CHI, 1874.

cc.
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Expressed in terms of the marks of signs of the
church, Walther said that the Lutheran Church could be
proven to be the true visible church by demonstrating
that in it the Gospel was preached purely and the
sacraments were administered according to the institution
of Christ. 101 He believed that he had succeeded in
proving these points in Die evangelisch=lutherische
Kirche die wahre sichtbare Kirche Gottes auf Erden.

102

Actually Walther devoted very little space in this book
to the sacraments. 103 Nor did he attempt in this work
0

to prove that all the doctrines of the Lutheran confessions were in accord with the Bible.

For that one must
look elsewhere in Walther's writings. 104 What Walther

really tried to prove in this book was that the Lutheran
Church had the pure doctrine because it was based
solely on the Bible, had the correct principles for the
interpretation of Scripture, and rigidly insisted on

them.

For Walther this was a way of showing that the

101
Walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 59.
102 Ibid., p. 152; see Walther, Western District,
1873, pp. 37-38; Spitz, "Walther Continues," pp. 42-43.
103
Walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, pp. 149-50;
see the appendix to this work by Walther, pp. 157-68.
104
E.g. the Western District essays, 1873-1886;
C. F. w. Walther, Warum hangen wir so fest an der
lutherischen Kirche? vierte Auflage (Zwickau 1. s.:
Verlag des Schriftenvereins der sep. ev.=luth. Gemeinden
in Sachsen, 1903).
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doctrines of the Lutheran church were Scriptural and
therefore true. 105

The true visible church, the one with

the pure doctrine, would be the one that was based most
directly on the Bible.

This was based on Walther's con-

fidence that the Bible was a clear book. 106

It was a

characteristic of Lutherans that they trusted the Bible.
What was written in the Bible was settled (ausgemacht)
for them.

107

That which was Biblical was also Lutheran.

With reference to another doctrine, Walther said:
But that is Biblical, that is Lutheran; for the
Lutheran Church is nothing other than the Biblical
church, which does not want to depart from the
Bible, wants to add nothing to it and to subtract
nothing from it, but wants to stand firm with the
Word of God. That is its chief principle, which
it carries out in all its doctrines and in its
practice.108
The Lutheran confessions also figure

prominently

in Walther's position that the Lutheran Church was the .... . .
true visible church.

A church was to be judged according

to its public confession of doctrine.

109

Only those

105walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, pp. 59-138.
l0 6 Ibid., p. 66.
107 walther, Western District, 1873, p. 51.
108 "Das ist aber biblisch, das 1st lutherisch; denn
die lutherische Kirche 1st nichts anderes als die biblische
Kirche, die nicht von der Bibel abgehen, die nichts
davonthun und nichts dazuthun, sondern bei dem Wort Gottes
feststehen will. Das 1st ihr oberster Grundsatz, den sie
auch in allen ihren Lehren und in ihrer Praxis durchfilhrt.11 Walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 122; see also
Brosamen, pp . 315-16.
109 walther, "Thesen Uber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft, 11
p. 31; Schmelder, "Walther at Altenburg," p. 81; the
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congregations and church bodies were truly Lutheran in
which the doctrine contained in the Lutheran confessions
✓

was not only officially recognized (gesetzlich anerkannt)
but was also actually preached. 110 Walther placed great
weight on the fact that the Lutheran Church demanded
confessional subscription on the part of its members,
especially of pastors and teachers. 111 The basis for
such subscription was that the doctrines of the Book of
Concord were none other than those of the Bible.

Walther

wrote, "The evangelical Lutheran Church is certain that
the doctrine contined in its symbol is the pure divine
truth because it agrees with the written Word of God in
all points. 11112 For Lutherans the confession of Lutheran
doctrine was nothing but "a faith-filled yea and amen to
the whole Word of God from Genesis to the last chapter
in the Revelation of St. John. 11113 Walther, of course,
was a major figure in the mid-nineteenth century revival

eighth of the Altenburg Theses, Kostering, Auswanderung,

p. 52.

110
walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 150.
Frage.

llllb"d
l h er, Antwort auf die
i ., p. 142 ; see Wat

11211 D1
·
e ev.= 1ut h Kirche 1st gewiss, dass die in
ihren Symbolen enthaltene Lehre die pur lautere gottliche
Wahrheit sei, weil dieselbe mit dem geschriebenen Worte
Gottes in allen Puncten Ubereinstimmt," Walther, Wahre
sichtbare Kirche, p. 138.
113
"Ein glaubenvolles Ja und Amen zu dem ganzen
Worte Gottes vom ersten Buch Mosis bis zu dem letzten
Kapitel in der Offenbarung St. Johannis, Walther,
Casual=Predigten, p. 61.
11
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of confessionalism among Lutherans in North America.
Within this movement he was one of those who insisted
most strictly on confessional subscription as continuance
in and application of the very same doctrines that were
confessed in the Book of Concord.
Since the Lutheran Church was the true visible
church of God on earth, membership in it was, for Walther,
not a matter of taste or preference but of obedience to
God. 114

He said in a Reformation festival sermon that it

would be a frightful sin (eine erschreckliche Silnde) for
a member of the Lutheran Church to leave it. 115

Walther

taught that leaving the Lutheran Church in spite of
better knowledge incurred damnation without fail:
He who recognizes this, namely that the Lutheran
Church is the true visible church of God, must remain
in it. If he does not do so, then his damnation is
certain, for with such knowledge he cannot remain
away from the Lutheran Church without denying Christ
and His Gospel. Only he who does not have such
knowledge can be and remain a good Christian although
he is in a false church fellowship.116
114 walther, "Thesen ilber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft,"
p. 54.

115walther, Brosamen, p. ~10.
11611 wer das erkennt, namlich dass die lutherische
Kirche die wahre sichtbare Kirche Gottes 1st, der muss
sich zu ihr halten. Thut er es nicht, so 1st ihm die
Verdammniss gewiss; denn er kann bei solcher Erkenntniss
der lutherischen Kirche nicht fern bleiben, ohne Christum
und sein Evangelium zu verleugnen. Nur derjenige der
solche Erkenntniss nicht hat, kann ein guter Christ sein
und bleiben, obwohl er in einer falschen Kirchengemeinschaft sich befindet." Walther, "Welches sind die
Eigenscaften," p. 40.
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Leaving the Lutheran Church did not entail damnation as
if one were thereby leaving the invisible church.

I'

But

leaving the Lutheran Church in spite of knowing it to be
✓✓

the true visible church was a sin against conscience, an
intentional sin, which in Walther's opinion could not
coexist with saving faith. 117
In his 1852 Reformation festival sermon, in which
he showed that the doctrine of the invisible church did
not in any way lessen the importance of belonging to the
true visible church, Walther said that membership in the
Lutheran Church was the obligation of Christians who
recognized it as the true visible church because it was
their duty to be separated from those who departed from
the Word of God and stubbornly held to their error and
because it was their duty to join together with those who
held to God's Word and confessed it purely. 118 Remain!~~-·
in the Lutheran Church brought a blessing. 119 The knowledge that it was the true visible church brought
120
comfort.
In the Lutheran Church one could be
untouched, unaffected and uninfluenced by the errors in
117
See Walther, Brosamen, pp. 217-18, 230; Kirche
und Amt, p. 113; Eggold, 11 Walther, the Preacher," p. 151.
118
Walther, Brosamen, p. 258.
119

Ibid., p. 230.
120

Walther, Casual=Predigten, pp. 78-79. This is
from Walther's Reformation festival sermon for 1854.
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other churches.

Staying with the Lutheran Church was

staying with the truth.

It was an aspect of the public

confession that was required of all Christians. 121
Walther did not believe that the Lutheran Church,
in the sense of all those who called themselves Lutheran,
was pure in doctrine.

The Lutheran doctrine, the confes-

sional position of the Lutheran Church, was pure, but
many people belonged to the Lutheran Church without
being so pure in doctrine.

Walther could speak of

Lutherans or false or nominal Lutherans being involved in
doctrinal errors. 122

Not every person who had external

membership in the Lutheran Church was a true Lutheran. 123
But loyal Lutherans were only those who believed what the
Lutheran Church believed according to its public confessions.124

Nd

all church bodies which called themselves

Lutheran were Lutheran.

Only those fellowships were

Lutheran which with Luther taught in such a way that all
glory was given to God alone, in the language of
Walther's Western District essays on that theme.

125

121walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 327.
122walther, Brosamen, p. 486; Wahre sichtbare
Kirche, pp. 150-51; Western District, 1873, p. 38;
Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 131.
123 see Walther, Western District, 1875, p. 43.
124 walther, Antwort auf die Frage, p. 18.
125walther, Western District, 1873, p. 36.

The
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Lutheran name did not make a person a Lutheran.

Many

retained the name without the confessional doctrine.

The

publ·ic confessions, Walther taught, made it possible to
distinguish between true and false Lutherans. 126
Walther felt called on to

defend the use of the

name of Martin Luther, a mere man, to designate a visible
church.

In another Reformation festival sermon he said

that it was not a matter of believing in Luther but of
believing with Luther in Christ's Word. 127 It was not
Luther's person but Luther's doctrine that mattered.

128

The name had first been given to the Lutheran Church by
its enemies. 129 But it was totally acceptable to use the
name just as it had been acceptable in other times to be
called an Athanasian or an Israelite. 130 The name was
borne by the Lutherans partly as a matter of suffering
reproach (Schmach) and partly as a badge of honor
(Ehrenzeichen) because Luther had really taught the pure
Gospel truth. 131 The use of the Lutheran name never
126
walther "Von dem Namen, 'Lutheraner,'" p. 14,
see p. 6.
127

Walther, Brosamen, p. 212.

128

Ibid., p. 252; see this whole sermon, pp. 245-

54.

129

walther, Licht des Lebens, p. 676.

130

Walther, Pastorale, pp. 50-52.

131

walther, Brosamen, p. 171.
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involved separation from or judgment upon anyone who had
been orthodox without using that name.

For Walther, the

orthodox Christian and the true visible church were to be
separate only from those who held false doctrine.

The

use of a specific name was not important in and of
itself. 132
The False Churches
If there was one true visible church, there were,
for Walther, many false visible churches.

There were

many fellowships which were not part of the true visible
church.

Some of these were not churches at all.

were schisms.

Others

Still others were sects led by heretics.

Each of these will be considered in turn.
Walther taught that those who denied the doctrine
of the Trinity or the Deity of Christ (for example the .... . .
Arians) were not Christians at all and groups of such
persons were therefore not churches at all. 133 Groups
that denied the faith and did not practice baptism were
not churches.

In this category were Unitarians,

Socinians, Rationalists, and Swedenborgians.

The last

group had a form of baptism but not the essence because
it denied the Trinity, in whose name Christian baptism
132

cc.

F. w. Walther] "Von dem Namen 'Lutheraner,'"
Der Lutheraner 1 (September 1, 1844):3-4 (October 19,
1844):14.
133 walther, Rechte Unterscheidun
p. 63; Wahre
sichtbare Kirche, pp. 40-41; Western D strict, 1873,
p. 44.

1,
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was done.

The Lutheran churches in Germany were under

the tyranny of the Rationalists and had many preachers
who denied basic doctrines.

But Walther was unwi.lling to

deny that they were churches.

Many people in the congre-

gations may still have been Christians, and the disloyal
preachers still preached in the name of the Lutheran
Church. 134

In all these respects Walther was definitely

operating with the same principles that had been advocated
by the Western church of the fourth and fifth centuries
in opposition to the much narrower sectarian principles
of the Donatists.

__

-

Walther, as a f QJ'roer ~ ephanite, had

--

--.. -....... .-

___.

been a member of a group that had_ b~ en at least as narr~w

·--

as the Donatists.

--

.,.

__

He carried none of this narrowness

into his later life.

..

-

.

- -·

In his case Stephanism seems to

have been the kind of disease with which one can be
infected only once.

.... -· .

Recovery resulted in a kind of

immunization.
Walther did not consider those groups to be
churches in which the Word of God was not recognized as
the Word of God.

134 11

That was a denial of the Trinity. 135

Verhandlungen Uber das Referat:
'Dass die
evangelisch=lutherische Kirche die wahre sichtbare Kirche
Gottes auf Erden sei," Verhandlungen der dreizehnten
Jahresversammlung des Mittleren Distrikts der Deutschen
Evan .-Luth.Snode von Missouri, Ohio u. a. Staaten im
Jahre 186
St. Louis: Druck von Aug. Wiebusch u. Sohn,
1867), p. 21. It is probable that Walther made the comments introducing each thesis that was discussed. On
the Rationalists see Walther, Festklange, p. 348.
135
walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 39.
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Since Walther commonly referred to the Bible as the Word
of God, it seems that he would have denied that a group
in which the Bible was not treated as the Word of God was
a church.
Groups that were churches but were separated from
the true visible church for non-doctrinal reasons were
considered schisms (Spaltungen or Trennungen) by Walther.
He also called such fellowships separatistic.

They were

separated from the true visible church by disagreements
about persons, ceremonies, way of life, or non-fundamental
doctrinal errors (nicht grundstilrzende Irrthilmer) • 136
Such a group was to be distinguished from a sect (Ratte),
which was· separated from the true visible church by
.

doctrinal differences.

137

This distinction also went

back to the early church.

A schism was less (geringer)

than a sect, but in some ways separatism was a worse sin
than heresy. 138

Walther did not have to deal with

schisms as much as with sects on the American frontier •
...__ ___ _....,_

•

-

_

___ .....,.._.,

•

..__,

••

· -

- - - - _ .._..,,.

"Iii

. ...

•

•

-

-

-

136 rbid., p. 35; seep. 36; Baier-Walther, Compendium, 3:662. Walther considered some but not many
doctrines to be non-fundamental. See below pp. 362-69.
137 walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 37 : citing

Abraham Calov, Biblia Illustrata, zu 1 Kor. 1, 10 und
11, 18. 19.; see also [c. F. w. Walther] "Wer ist ein
Ketzer, und was ist eine Ratte oder Secte?," Der
Lutheraner 8 (August 4, 1852) :196.
138walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, pp. 35-36; see

also Rechte Gestalt, pp. 183-84, citing Friederich
Balduin on 1 Cor. 1:10 (not further identified).
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A sect (Rotte) began with a false teacher or

-

heretic (Ketzer).

Walther briefly defined a heretic as
•someone who stubbornly errs in an article of faith. 11139
In more depth he quoted John Gerhard to the effect that

a heretic was someone who (1) was in the visible church,
(2) erred in faith, (3) did so in a way that directly
affected the basis of faith, (4) was characterized by
malice (Bosheit) and stubborness (Hartnackigkeit), and
(5) caused divisions and offenses, thus disturbing the
external unity of the church. 140 The erring churches
were gathered around the false teachers.
and continuation were sinful.

Their origin

Walther wrote:

All doctrinally erring fellowships have their
origin already in sin. If the founders of these doctrinally false congregations had remained in the common
Christian faith and in brotherly love, then innumerable
parties and sects would not have arisen in Christendom.
Departure from the universal Christian faith and -tear- ·
ing the brotherly ties of love have brought all the
other churches beside the orthodox one into existence.
Therefore the continuation of the doctrinally false
churches or sects is nothing other than a continual sinning against the faith and against love. The doctrinally false churches are, as such, armies which the
false teachers have gathered to themselves to preserve
and spread their false doctrine, to suppress the pure
doctrine and not to let it prevail, and to fight
against, divide, and where possible, destroy the
orthodox church.141
13911 Ein solcher, der in einem Artikel des Glaubens
halsstarrig irrt," Walther, "Thesen ilber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft," p. 38: see Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 24.
140
walther, "Wer ist ein Ketzer," p. 195, citing
John Gerhard, Loc. -th. XXVI, §371: see also Wahre sichtbare Kirche, pp. 24-25, 27: Kirche und Amt, p. 69. The
fifth characteristic was an allusion to Romans 16:17.
14111 Alle irrglaubigen Gemeinschaften haben erstlich
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While the simple Christian who followed a false teacher
might still retain true faith and be saved, Walther had
his doubts about whether any of the leaders could be
saved.

But he would not make a blanket condemnation,

consigning all false teachers to hell, except for those
who were self-condemned in terms of Titus 3:lo. 142
Walther taught that a church which taught false
doctrines could not be the true one but had to be a false
143
144
church.
He also called them sects.
He offered
this definition:
Fellowships which indeed essentially still
retain God's Word but stubbornly err in fundamental
doctrines of the Word of God are, in so far as they

schon in der Silnde ihren Ursprung. Waren die Stifter der
falschglaubigen Gemeinden 1m gemeinen Christenglauben und
in der Brilderliebe geblieben, so waren in der Christenheit
auch keine so unzahlige Parteien und Secten entstanden.
Das Abgehen vom allgemeinen Christenglauben und das
Zerreissen des brilderlichen Liebesbandes hat allen den
anderen Kirchen neben der rechtglaubigen das Casein
gegeben. Darum ist aber auch das Fortbestehen der falschglaubigen Kirchen oder Secten nichts anderes, als eine
fortbestehende und fortgehende Versilndigung gegen den
Glauben und gegen die Liebe. Die falschglaubigen Kirchen
sind, als solche, Heere, welche falsche Lehrer sich
gesammelt haben, um ihre falsche Lehre zu erhalten und zu
verbreiten, die reine Lehre aber nicht aufkommen zu
lassen und zu unterdrilcken, und gegen die rechtglaubigen
Kirche zu kampfen, sie zu zerspalten und, wo m6glich,
ganzlich zu zerst6ren." Walther, Brosamen, p. 261. The
emphasis was Walther's.
142walther, "Welches sind die Eigenschaften,"
Northwestern District, 1876, p. 40.
143 walther, Gnadenjahr, p. 113.
144 walther, Evangelien Postille, p. 354.
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do so, according to God's Word not churches but
mobs, or sects, that is, heretical fellowships.145
Walther noted that according to the original Greek of the
New Testament sect and heretic came from the same root.
Walther was referring to the German words Rotte ("mob")
u

and Secte ("sect") as translations of hairesis (a1p£a1s),
the root for the English word "heresy."

The German noun

Ketzer ("heretic") was a translation of the Greek
adjective hairetikos (afp£T1K6s), which could be used as
a substantive adjective.

Walther went on to say that a

heretic was "a person who through his false doctrine ·
makes himself a following in the church. 11146
following was a sect. 147

That

Although in the definition

quoted above Walther seemed to imply that the sects were
not churches, ever since the Altenburg Debate he made a
definite point of saying that they were still inside the ..
church.

They belonged to the visible church in its
broadest sense and could be called churches. 148
145

"Gemeinschaften, welche zwar Gottes Wort noch
wesentlich behalten, aber in Grundlehren des Wortes Gottes
halsstarrig irren, sind, sofern sie solches thun, nach
Gottes Wort nicht Kirchen, sondern Rotten uder Secten, d.
i. ketzerische Gemeinschaften." Walther, Wahre sichtbare
Kirche, p. 24. The emphasis was Walther's.
146

"Ein durch seine falsche Lehre sich einen Anhang
in der Kirche machender Mensch," Walther, Wahre sichtbare
Kirche, p. 25.
147
148

Ibid.

Ibid. ,· p. 26 i see t h e fourth ofth e Altenb urg
Theses, K6stering, Auswanderung, pp. 51-52.

153

Walther considered a sect ultimately worse than a
schism. 149
Walther was unalterably opposed not only to false
doctrine but also to the toleration of false doctrine.
In his 1870 Western District convention essay he taught
that that church also qualified as a sect in which error
was tolerated. 150 In some ways the toleration of false
doctrine as in the united churches in Germany was,
according to Walther, worse than the outright espousal
of false doctrine.

One could still have an honest and

honorable controversy with those who taught false
doctrine.

But in churches like the united churches,

where falsehood and truth had equal justification, pure
doctrine was treated indifferently and was replaced by a
concern for life and works. 151 During Walther's youth
and early manhood in Germany there had been no free
Lutheran churches, no congregations and synods independent
of the state.

He and the Missouri Synod were later help-

ful in the formation of some independent Lutheran groups.
But in the state churches, with which Walther had had
experience, he perceived that the compromise of truth had
led to a deemphasis of faith in the interest of a religion
of mere morality.
149walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 25.
150walther, "Thesen Uber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft, 11

p. 29.

151 Ibid., p. 30.
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It was important for Walther that these groups
were still to be called churches.

··

This was in accord

with Scriptural usage in talking about churches that had
partially fallen from the pure doctrine "as long as they
still essentially retain the Word of God." 152 In the
third of the Altenburg Theses Walther had expressed this
point in terms of retaining enough of the Word and sacraments that children of God could be born in these
groups. 153 In this way the external separation of such
a group from the invisible church was not necessarily a
separation from the invisible church nor an apostasy to
paganism (Abfall zum Heidenthum).

These fellowships were
not to be dissolved but reformed. 154 The Word of God,

power when it was preached at all, even when false
doctrine was mixed with it. 155 With this doctrine
_ _ _ __

_

_

_

_ _ _ _ _ _, _ _ _ _N_ _ _
, _ _ _ _,_ _____....

.._

•

•

. ._

.. _,,_

Walther had comforted the troubled consciences of the
former Stephanites at the Altenburg Debate.

This

remained a comforting doctrine for him because it showed
,.

152
nso lange sie Gottes Wort noch wesentlich
behalten,n Walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 18; see
also the fourth of the Altenburg Theses, K6stering,
Auswanderung, pp. 51-52.
153

K6stering, Auswanderung, p. 51.

154

The fifth and seventh of the Altenburg Theses,
K6stering, Auswanderung, p. 52.
155
cc. F. w. Walther) "Vorwort der Redaktion zum
dreizehnten Jahrgang des 'Lutheraner,'" Der Lutheraner
13 (July 28, 1857):195.
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that there were true Christians even in groups that
adhered to false doctrine.
The critical point in retaining the name of the
church for these sects was that there were still
Christians, true believers, in the sects.

This presence

of the church in them was manifest from that which
remained in them of the pure Word and sacrament. 156

The

difference between true Christians who left a sect and
those who remained in it was that only the former would
be manifest (offenbar) as orthodox Christians while the
latter would not.

The others might remain Christians
"through God's miraculous gracious preservation. 11157 They

would be saved not because one could be saved by erring
faith or belief (Irrglauben) but, Walther taught, they
would be saved by the power of God's Word in spite of the
. .-. -·
errors of their group. This was an important reason to
praise God's mercy.

They were saved by that which
remained of the Word of God in their fellowship. 158
Walther said that the Christians who remained in a sect
156 walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 95; "Thesen Uber
Abendmahlsgemeinschaft," pp. 40-41: Evangelien Pastille,
pp. 72-73: the fourth of the Altenburg Theses, K6stering,
Auswanderung, pp. 51-52; for Biblical examples see Wahre
sichtbare Kirche, p. 26: Evangelien Pastille, pp. 73-74;
Gnadenjahr, pp. 472, 475, 479.

15711 ourch Gottes wunderbarer gnadige Bewahrung,"
Walther, "Thesen Uber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft," p. 37.
158walther, Gnadenjahr, pp. 479-80; Evangelien
Pastille, pp. 76-77; Brosamen, p. 562.
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were to be considered weak and simple Christians who did
not recognize the false doctrines as being false but held
in quietness to Christ and His Word.

This was the
159
comfort of the doctrine of the invisible church.

This

comfort was an important strain running through Walther's
sermons and essays on the doctrine of the church.

The

fact that he included it in contexts, such as the 1870
western District convention essay ("Thesen Uber
Abendmahlsgemeinschaft"), where he also dealt with the
principles and limitations of church fellowship, demonstrates again that for Walther the doctrine of the
invisible church neither compelled nor justified fellowship with adherents of false doctrine, even though they
might be fellow Christians.
Walther was careful to reject the idea that one
could simply remain in a sect in spite of recognizing its
.

error because one could still be saved as a member of the
sect.

Walther drew no such conclusion, even though it

must have seemed that way to a person like Grabau.
Walther wanted to avoid the charge of unionism.

He said:

In no way does it follow from the fact that one
can be saved in any sect and that there are children
of God in every sect, that one can therefore remain
in any sect. Many do not understand that. They
think that it is a very unionistic principle when it
is said that one can be saved in any sect. No, just
159

Walther, Brosamen, p. 264; Kirche und Amt, p.
96; "Thesen Uber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft, 11 p. 42.

157
because I am saved through faith, therefore some can
be saved in every sect. But if I recognize the error
and do not leave the doctrinally false fellowship,
then I am eternally lost.160
In a short address to new members of his own congregation
Walther said that one was to leave such a church because
of the command to beware of false prophets. 161 In his
1852 sermon on the theme that the doctrine of the invisible church did not justify leaving the true visible
church, Walther stressed that it was the Christian's duty
to avoid th~se fellowships because it was his duty to
avoid all sin and all danger to the soul.

It was so

,

dangerous to belong to a doctrinally false fellowship
because false doctrine was like a cancer. 162 A person
who joined such a church also made himself guilty of all
the sins of that group and was participating in them. 163/
16011 oaraus, dass man in allen Secten selig werden
kann, dass in allen Secten Kinder Gottes sind, folgt
keineswegs, dass man in allen Secten bleiben kann. Viele
begreifen das nicht; sie meinen, das sei ein ganz
unionistischer Grundsatz, wenn man sage, in allen Secten
konne man selig werden. Nein, weil ich eben durch den
Glauben sell selig werden, darum konnen auch in allen
Secten einige selig werden. Erkenne ich aber den Irrthwn
und ich gehe nicht heraus aus der falschglaubigen
Gemeinschaft, so gehe ich ewig verloren." Walther,
Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 327; see also "Thesen Uber
Abendmahlsgemeinscha~t," p. 36.
161walther, Ansprachen, p. 16; see Matt. 7:15.
162walther, Brosamen, pp. 262-64; see 2 Tim. 2:17.
163 Ibid., p. 261, see 2 John 11.
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Important for Walther's understanding of why it was so wrong to join or to remain in a sect when one
recognized that it taught false doctrine was Walther's
conception of the difference between sins of weakness and
intentional sins.

Sins of weakness were not in conflict

with being in a state of grace, and the weakness could
consist in ignorance or a lack of awareness of false
doctrine.

But to sin intentionally, deliberately to do

what one knew to be wrong 4 made one liable to eternal
condemnation.

Those who remained in a doctrinally erring

church out of ignorance and weakness could still be under
the grace of God.

But when a person joined or remained

in a sect in spite of better knowledge, he fell from
grace as a headstrong (muthwillig) sinner and was a
member neither of the invisible nor of the true visible
church. 164
Walther had many things to say about specific
false churches.
this paper.

Most of them fall outside the scope of

They were Walther's opinions and evaluations,

not doctrinal statements.

But some of his positions can

well be mentioned here as illustrations of his doctrine
of the visible church.
164

Walther, Brosamen, pp. 230, 264-65; Kirche und
Amt, pp. 113-14; Evangelien Pastille, p. 77; 11 Thesen Uber
Abendmahlsgemeinschaft," p. 42.

159

Walther distinguished between the Roman church
and the papal church.

The Roman church was the larger

group, and there were still Christians in it.
was something else in the Roman church.

The papacy

This distinction

came from the Lutheran theology of the seventeenth century, perhaps most explicitly from J.B. Carpzov. 165
Abraham Calov had distinguished between that which was
still catholic in the Roman church and that which was
166
papistic.
There were still true Christians in the
Roman church.

But Walther believed that there was no

excuse for its leaders, who understood the situation but
167
still held to the papacy.

-

Walther spoke very harshly about "the pope and

--- - ---

his mob. 11168 He thought that the so-called Roman Catholic
....__,__,..
Church had so many doctrinal errors that every catechism
169 It was the .worst
student could recognize them easily.

~--

sect in Christendom because it not only denied but also

165walther, Kirche und Amt, pp. 106-7, citing J.B.
Carpzov, Isag. in libr. symb. pp. 874, 875; see Walther,
Wahre sichtbare Kirche, pp. 33-34, citing A. Pfeiffer,
Lutherthum vor Luther vom Jahre 1673, Gleichen's Ausg.
pp. 192-94.
166walther, Kirche und Amt, pp. 91-92, citing
Abraham Calov, Tract. de natura pacis relig. Aug.
Quaest. XXX.
167 walther, western District, 1976, pp. 61-62.
168or "the pope and his sect," "der Papst und seine
Rotte," Walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 325.
169walther, Gnadenjahr, p. 111.

160

condemned the sola gratia. 170
commands of God. 171

It also dared to alter the

Because the papacy was so oriented

toward earthly glory, power, and wealth, Walther even
said that it was a priestly state (Priesterstaat) instead
of a church and that it had politics in place of
religion. 172
It was a doctrinal matter for Walther to insist
that the pope was the Antichrist that had been prophesied
in both the Old and New Testaments. 173
evidence.

Walther offered

The pope claimed authority to bind consciences

with his ordinances. 174

He condemned the sola gratia. 175

Walther was aware that many people who called themselves
Lutherans no longer wanted to call the pope the Antichrist.

They wanted to make the Antichrist something

outside of the church like Pantheism, Materialism,
Atheism, Socialism, Nihilism, or Anarchism.

Walther

insisted that the Antichrist could not be the enemy of
all religion.

The Antichrist wanted to set up his kingdom

170

Walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, pp. 68-69,
referring to the sixth session of the Council of Trent.
171

Walther, Western District, 1876, pp. 61-62.
172 [c. F. W.] W[alther], "Papisten und Socialisten
im Bunde," Lehre und Wehre 20 (June 1874):189-90.
173

Walther, "Welches sind die Eigenschaften," pp.

44-45; see Ps. 12:6; Dan. 11:44; 2 Thess. 2:4, 8; see
also Walther, Brosamen, pp. 592, 597; Gnadenjahr, p. 119.
174
walther, Western District, 1883, p. 26.
175
walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, pp. 68-69.
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as a religious one.

Those groups which denied the Trinity

were outside of the church.

~~·a.~t

The pope had to be within

Christendom according to 2 Thess. 2:4. 176
qualified as the Antichrist.

Only the pope

This was the traditional

Lutheran doctrine and had been clearly stated in the
Lutheran confessions. 177

This was also one of the

doctrines which Loehe and, following him, the Iowa Synod
considered open questions rather than clearly established
Biblical doctrines.

The Iowa Synod tolerated diversity

of opinion on the Antichrist.

Walther and the Missouri

Synod insisted on unanimity about this doctrine · as a
matter of Biblical loyalty and confessional
Lutheranism. 178

Walther also saw comfort in the doctrine

that the pope was the Antichrist because it meant that
there had to be some true Christians within the Roman
communion. 179

It must be remembered that Walther was not

simply rehashing a sixteenth century controversy.

He

176 Ibid., pp. 62-63i see the antitheses listed in
Baier-Walther, Compendium, 3:683.
177 see the Apology of the Augsburg Confession,
Article XV, §18, and the Smalcald Articles, Part II,

Article IV. These sections and statements by Luther,
Gerhard, Scherzer and others are cited in the BaierWalther Compendium, 3:672-82.
178 Baepler, Century, pp. 147-48.
179walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 58, citing
Abraham Calov, System, VIII, 227.

¼.1.1
~ c~
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lived in a time of growing papal pretensions, as evidenced
by the 1854 decree by Pius IX that the Virgin Mary had
been conceived without original sin (Immaculate Conception).

The growth climaxed in 1870 when the First

Vatican Council declared the doctrine of papal infallibility.180
Walther believed that only the Lutheran Church
truly deserved the Protestant name and that it was the
only genuine church of the Reformation. 181 The differences between the Lutherans and the Reformed were basic
and fundamentai. 182 Including all Protestants who were
not Lutherans under the term "Reformed," Walther did also
apply the Protestant name to the Reformed or to the
183
Lutherans and Reformed viewed together.
But he made
it clear that they were not to be seen as one church.
Not all of those who had separated themselves from the
papacy were in one church.

They had originally all been

180
See Seeberg, History of Doctrines, 2:456, 460-62.
181
Walther, Brosamen, p. 215; Epistel Postille,
pp. 471-72; "Thesen Uber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft," p. 24;
"Allein die wahren Lutheraner sind auch die wahren
Protestanten. Ein Predigt am Reformationsfest der 31.
October 1877 in St. Louis, Mo., gehalten und auf
dringendes Verlangen der ev.=luth. Gemeinde daselbst
mitgetheilt," Der Lutheraner 34 (February 15, 1878):
25-28.

182
Walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, pp. 116-18.
183
Walther, Licht des Lebens, p. 686; Rechte
Unterscheidung, pp. 223, 225.

163

Lutherans, but shortly after the Reformation had begun,
they split into separate groups. 184
Walther considered all non-Lutheran Protestants
as belonging essentially to the same group.

He could
speak of the Reformed sect and all its children. 185

Baptists, Methodists, Episcopalians, Presbyterians were
all "only branches on the great Reformed church-tree. 11186
He could also speak of sects, in the plural, having
descended from the Reformed Church. 187 In his lectures
on the distinction between law and Gospel, from which
these statements about the overall unity of all the
Reformed have been taken, Walther's specific reference
was to their common false doctrine and practice about
conversion. 188 It would be easy to criticize Walther for
failing to distinguish between Calvinists and Arminians
(Wesleyans, Methodists) in this context, for these groups
differed sharply on the doctrine of conversion.

Walther

was undoubtedly aware of this distinction historically,
but at the same time it must be remembered that he had
184walther, Epistel Postille, p. 76; Ansprachen,
pp. 10-11.
185walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 130.
18611 Nur Zweige an dem grossen reformirten
Kirchenbaum," Walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 118.
187 1bid., see also p. 122.
lSSibid., pp. 118, 122.
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arrived on the American frontier during the Second Great ·
Awakening.

Whether they were nominally Calvinistic like ·

the Presbyterians or nominally Arminian like the
Methodists, the groups and preachers on the American
frontier were involved in the same revivalistic practices.
They were operating on the same principlces for evangelization and conversion.

This common practice and the ease

with which Americans moved from one church body to another
may have combined to give Walther this perspective on
their essential unity, even later in his life when he
delivered these lectures.

Walther was also careful to

guard against the misconception which saw the Episcopalians as closest to the Lutherans. 189 Walther also did
not accept the American theory of denominationalism
according to which all Protestant groups were divided by

C....#~ :'•"" -
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name only and could still have fellowship. He perceived
this as a refined form of unionism. 190 There was a
definite distinction for him between Lutherans and all
other Protestants.
189

Walther, Western District, 1883, pp. 36-37;
Walther to "Theurer Bruder in dem HErrn!" January 8,
1885, Gutachten, CHI.
190

Walther, "Thesen Uber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft,

pp. 23-24.
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Church and State
Walther insisted that God was in charge of all
earthly affairs.

God, not man, was in control of the

states of the world.

To ascribe this power to human
agency was an atheistic opinion. 191 God was in control,
even in a democracy. 192 Walther's comments about
democracy were references to the American situation.

The

significance was that one did not have to live under a
monarchy to believe that the government had been instituted by God.
God's power.

Nor had the people in a democracy usurped
Walther taught that God had instituted all

earthly government for the sake of order.

It had been

~

..., ,,r~ .. a
divinely instituted not directly, but indirectly, through 1°"'"'"
sl,. •._~ --. -t,

the authority which God had given to the father in the
family.

·-,'C,.

/

The divine institution of government remained

true in spite of all the variety of forms of government.
The doctrine that all existing governments had been
ordained by God was both Biblical (Romans 13:1) and confessional (Augsburg Confession, Article XVI).

Walther

did not alter this doctrine at all even though the
political upheavals of the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries had drastically altered the governmental picture in much of the world.

Walther taught

191walther, Western District, 1873, p. 75.
192walther, Casual=Predigten, p. 157; Evangelien
Pastille, pp. 338-40.
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that all governmental authority came from God, and the
mere possession of it was demonstration of the fact that ·
the person or people who held it had received it from
God.

But God was not responsible for the sins of those

in power.

They were responsible to God for their own
misdeeds. 193 God could also use bad rulers, tyrants, for
His purposes, for example, as a punishment for wrongdoing.194
Walther also taught that all citizens of a state
were to obey the government because its authority was
from God. 195 This doctrine came from Romans 13:l and had
been confessed in the sixteenth article of the Augsburg
Confession.

The limit to the government's power and to

the required obedience was also set by God.

In that part

of the famous Western District essays in which he denied
that there was any human authority over the faith and
conscience of the individual, Walther taught that the
state also had no authority to rule over the faith and
193walther, Epistel Pastille, pp. 234-37; Kirche
und Amt, p. 197; Evangelien Pastille, p. 339.
194
walther, Western District, 1873, p. 75.
195

Walther, Epistel Pastille, pp. 234, 236;
Evangelien Pastille, pp. 341-43; Western District, 1885,
p. 15; Gnadenjahr, p. 349; Briefe, 1:226 (to H. c.
Schwan, July 7, 1965).

167

conscience of the individual. 196

The government could

not command what God had forbidden nor forbid what God
had commanded. 197 If the government commanded the
individual to sin, it was no longer acting in the name of
God. 198 The fact that the government allowed something
that was sinful was no excuse to do it, and the fact that
the government forced a person to do wrong, was also no
justification for it in God's eyes.

But revolution was

not justified by the government doing wrong to the
individua1. 199 The Augsburg Confession, Article XVI,
had also allowed disobedience to the government only when
the individual was commanded to sin.
Walther was very insistent on the total separatio~

of church and state.

He wrote, "In brief, the separation

of the church from the state and vice versa, that is my
motto! 11200 He placed great weight on Christ's statement
11201 He
that His kingdom was "not of this world.
196walther, Western District, 1883, p. 17; 1885,
p. 14.

197 walther, Western District, 1885, p. 15.
198walther, Epistel Pastille, p. 236.
199walther, Western District, 1885, p. 23.
20011 Kurz, Trennung der Kirche vom Staat und vice
versa, das 1st mein Motto!" Walther, Briefe, 2:189 (to
J.C. w. Lindemann, April 8, 1870).
201 John 18:36.

I

\
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considered this statement irrevocable (unwiderruflich) •

202

It was irrefutably clear and certain (unwidersprechlich •
klar und gewiss) that there was to be no connection
between nor mixing of church and state. 203 Walther
taught that church and state were completely different
according to John 18:36; 2 Cor. 10:4; Matt. 22:21; and
Luke 12:13-14.

204

Because of their differences they were

not to be mixed at ali. 205

v/

Walther taught that the state was not in the
church but that the church was in the state.

This was

an axiom that Walther traced back to the fourth century
theologian Optatus.
approved it. 206

He said that Luther had also

Walther explained what was meant by

saying that the church was in the state:
202

walther, Gnadenjahr, p. 434.

203

Walther, Brosamen, p. 498; see pp. 495-508.

204

Walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 6; Brosamen, p. 499.

205

Walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 7, citing Augsburg
Confession, Article XXVIII; see Western District, 1873,
pp. 31-32; 1885, p. 31. On the many differences among
church and state see Brosamen, pp. 498-99; 364-65;
Casual=Predigten, pp. 70, 155; Ansprachen, p. 30;
Gnadenjahr, pp. 566-67; 569-70.
2060

Non res publica est in ecclesia, sed ecclesia
est in republica. 11 Walther to "Mein theurer Herr
Candidat!" October 13, 1879, Correspondence, CHI. The
axiom was also cited in Walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 10,
citing Johannes Brenz, from Schuhmacher, Gelehrter
Manner Briefe an die K6nige in D~nemark, III, 193, 4.
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The church is indeed in the state, for it is still a
heavenly kingdom on earth, therefore in the realm of
the state. But the state is not in the church, for
it is indeed on earth, but not in the kingdom of
heaven, the exclusive realm of the church. But also
the church, although it is in the state, is in it not}/"'''""".-~
as the church but as a number of persons who are
citizens at the sam_g_ time. Further, persons in
authority can indeed also be in the church, but not
as authorities with their laws and external power,
but rather as Christians and brothers, and therefore,
even if they were princes, kings or emperors, equal
in power and right to all other members of the
church.207
State officials and members of every class and station
(Stand) could be members of the church.

As such they

would have a share in the government of the church but
only an equal share with other Christians. 208 The
history of the church and of theology has often witnessed
attempts at mixing church and state in theory and in
practice.

These date back at least to A. D. 325, when

the Emperor Constantine tried to settle the Arian Controversy by convening the Council of Nicea.

During much of

20711 wohl befindet sich die Kirche im Staate, denn
sie ist noch ein Himmelreich auf Erden, also im Gebiete
des Staates; aber nicht 1st der Staat in der Kirche, denn
er 1st wohl auf Erden, aber nicht im Himmelreich, dem
ausschliesslichen Gebiete der Kirche. Aber auch die
Kirche, obwohl sie 1m Staate 1st, 1st doch darin nicht
als Kirche, sondern als eine Anzahl von Menschen, die
zugleich Bilrger sind. Wohl k6nnen ferner auch obrigkeitliche Personen in der Kirche sein, aber nicht als
Obrigkeiten mit ihren Gesetzen und ihrer ausserlichen
Gewalt, sondern als Christen und Brilder und daher allen
anderen Kirchengliedern gleich an Macht und Recht, und
wenn es Filrsten, K6nige oder Kaiser w~ren." Walther,
Brosamen, pp. 499-500. The emphasis was Walther's. See
Walther to "Mein theurer Herr Candidat!" October 13,
1879, Correspondence, CHI.
208 walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 6, 11; [C. F. W.
Walther] "Der St~ndeunterschied in der Kirche," Lehre
und Webre 2 (December 1856) :362.
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the Middle Ages the emperors at Constantinople had
exercised a great deal of influence over the church in
the eastern half of what had been the Roman world.
Western Europe experienced the opposite.

Many theologians

were asserting the authority of the church over the
state, while popes claimed,with increasing vigor,and
enforced,with less constant success, sovereignty over
temporal affairs.

Nor did the Reformation uniformly

separate church and state.

The connection between the

crown and the church in the English Reformation is well
known, and the relationship survives to a small extent
to the present day.

Zwingli, Calvin, and the Swiss

Reformation in general also combined church and state in
several respects. 209 The Reformed mixing of church and
state was imported to America by the Puritans and others,
and it has been seen in American history both in ecclesiastical attempts to influence the government and in
governmental concern with morality, for instance, in
education.
Walther's position on the separation of church
and state was the Lutheran position in that it was found
in Luther's doctrine of the two kingdoms and in the
Augsburg Confession, Article XXVIII.

But the practice in

209
On the early church see Seeberg, History of
Doctrines, 1:222, 234, 274, 279, 285. On papal power in
the Middle Ages see 2:40-41, 49-51, 85-88, 96-97. On
Calvin see 2:415.
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much of Lutheran Germany had not been totally in keeping
with this doctrine in that the church had been officially
established at a state church in most German territories.
These state churches had normally been governed by consistories, which were branches of the government and had
both clergy and lay members.

Walther was well aware of

the consistorial form of church government in Germany.
His first year in the ministry had been in the state
church in Saxony.

He came to disapprove of this way of

mixing church and state and said that, although it had
prevailed for most of the history of the Lutheran Church
in Germany, it had never been the Lutheran doctrine that
the church was to be connected in this way to the state.
He also denied that this system had been designed and
approved by Luther. 210 Walther admitted that it had been
an error on the part of the Lutheran dogmaticians of the
seventeenth century that they had ascribed to rulers the
power, by virtue of their office, to judge between true
210walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 7-9, 11; Brosamen,
pp. 500-506; Western District, 1883, pp. 39-40; 1885,
pp. 27-30, 32-33, 35; "Ober einige Hauptpflichten,
welche eine Synode hat, wenn sie den Namen einer
evangelisch=lutherischen Synode mit Recht tragen will,"
Iowa District of the Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod,
Erster Synodal=Bericht (St. Louis: Druckerei des
11 Lutherischen Concordia=Verlags," 1879), p. 55; P[ieper],
"Dr. C. F. w. Walther als Theologe," 35 (December 1889):
366-67. On the Lutheran princes as "emergency bishops"
(Nothbisch6fe) see Seeberg, History of Doctrines, 2:333.
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/and false doctrine. 211

Walther taught that rulers who

were Christians had the right to judge doctrine because

✓
~

they were Christians, not because they were rulers.
Walther clearly believed that it was best for the
church to be totally independent of the state.

It was to

rule itself in all things (sich in allem selbst zu
regieren). 212

This independence was not a deficiency

(Mangel) nor an irregular condition (ein regelwidriger
Zustand) but rather the relationship which was always to
prevail between church and state. 213

Walther believed

that it was good for the church if the rulers belonged to
it. 214

But the state's responsibility to the church was

/ only negative.

_

The state had the responsibility to

protect the church just as it had the responsibility to
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protect any free society within the state.

It was to

offer the same protection to all such societies.
t ■ !P n••
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11111:.n

The
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State could furcfier natural religion, the belief in God
and baslc ·moraf ity, but it could not favor the confessors
, o t··an y- ...spec··1 £ic.. positive religion. 215
211

--· -

. ·-

The state was not

Walther, Western District, 1885, p. 30.

212

Walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 5.

21 3

Ibid • , p • 6 •

214

Ibid., pp. 5 - 6 , re f erring to Is. 49:23; John

19:38.
215

Walther, Briefe, 2:192 (to J.C. w. Lindemann,
April 26, 1870); Western District, 1885, pp. 27-28;
Casual=Predigten, p. 156.
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to give money to the church. 216

Walther did not approve

of the principle that the religion of the ruler should
be the religion of the country. 217 The state was only to
protect the church against external attacks.

It could

not use its power against false doctrine or false
worship. 218
Walther believed that theologians as such were
not to express themselves on political topics.

It was

not his custom to do so, especially not from the pulpit.219

This seems to have been his consistent position

throughout his career.

Ludwig Fuerbringer praised him

for keeping his political convictions out of church
matters. 220 During the first year of the Ciyil War,
Walther wrote to the St. Louis Pastoral Conference,
meeting at Collinsville, Illinois, in October 1861, that
they were not to pass any political resolutions.

To do

216 walther, Briefe, 2:188-89 (to J.C. W. Lindemann,
April 8, 1870).
217 walther, Brosamen, p. 504. Walther cited the
principle as "Wessen des Landes Herrschaft ist, dessen
1st auch des Landes Religion." He was referring to the
cuius regio, eius religio of the Peace of Augsburg, 1555.
218walther, Western District, 1885, p. 42.
219 walther, Brosamen, p. 338, cited in Eggold,
"Walther, the Preacher," p. 167.
22 °Fuerbringer, 80 Eventful Years, p. 226; see also
Eggold, "Walther, the Preacher," p. 168. On Walther's
politics see Gruber, Erinnerungen, pp. 118-19.
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so did not pertain to them as theologians. 221

Walther

himself did not publicly address political issues in his
series of lectures to his St. Louis congregation opposing
Communism and Socialism.

In those lectures he said that

politics and economics were not for theologians to discuss
as theologians.

...

- .,

want to do so.
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The Missouri Synod's theologians did not
Walther pointed to the synod's periodi-

cals to demonstrate this point.
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But Walther believed that

he was obliged to speak out in this case because political
leaders, specifically the socialists, had been mixing in
religion.

The theologian had to use God's Word to refute

the judgments which these politicians had been making
against Christianity. 222 Much of what Walther said in
those lectures was not, strictly speaking, theology. It
was based on reason, nature, and experience. 223 He was
speaking also as a thinking citizen.
221

Walther, Briefe, 1:170 (October 3, 1861); see
Mark John Steege, "Walther a Champion of the Scriptures
and the Confessions," essay at the 1861 convention of the
Ontario District of the Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod
(in the library of Concordia Theological Seminary, Fort
Wayne, Indiana), p. 40.
222
c. F. w. Walther, Communismus und Socialismus.
Verhandlungen der ersten deutschen evang.=luth. Gemeinde
U. A. C. zu St. Louis, Mo. (St. Louis: n. p . 1878),
p. 7; Eggold, "Walther, the Preacher," p. 168.
223

Walther, Communismus, pp. 14-39.
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Walther was opposed to state money supporting
church schools.

It was totally understandable, he said,

that unbelievers and false believers should protest
224
against it.
In 1870 he expressed relief when a law
failed to pass that would have applied tax money to
partial support of parochial schools.

He thought that

such a law would have led to a refusal to pay the tax on
the part of all conscientious members of any religious
society.

No committed Christian,he said, would pay for

the support of schools where doctrines were taught which
he considered to be false.

This was certainly an occa-

sion to apply Acts 5:29 and to obey God rather than
men. 225 It was permissible, even obligatory, for
Christians to pay taxes to support public schools as long
as they left religion totally out of the curriculum.

If

they included religion, then the Christians would have to
226
protest or even refuse to pay the tax.
Walther believed that it was Lutheran doctrine
that the state could legitimately use force to negate
224 walther, Briefe, 2:189 (to J.C. W. Lindemann,
April 8, 1870); see Rechte Gestalt, p. 98; Steege,
"Walther a Champion," pp. 39-40.
225 cc. F. w.] W[alther], "()ffentliche Schulen,"
Der Lutheraner 26 (April 1, 1870):115.
226walther, Briefe, 2:188 (to J.C. w. Lindemann,
April 8, 1870). Walther was clear about this principle
but does not seem to have enunciated any thorough argumentation to support it . See below, pp. 236-37.
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any threat to itself from heterodox churches that
supported and applied principles that were dangerous to
227
government.
This is reminiscent of Luther's position
that the princes were to use force to restore order in
the Peasant's War of 1525.

Walther never saw the ortho-

dox church as a threat to any government.

He believed

that it was totally wrong for the state to tax the church
or any churchly institutions, but it was acceptable for
church properties to be taxed if they were not being used
for church purposes. 228 Otherwise the state was not to
mix in church affairs.

Walther was glad to report in

1881 that state courts in America had refused to become
involved in a matter of church discipline or the relationship between a Roman Catholic priest and bishop. 229
The church as such was not subject to the state.
But Walther taught that the members of the church as
citizens were subject to the state and were obliged to
obey its laws.

The Christian would obey not because he

was a member of the church but because he was a citizen

227

walther, Western District, 1885, p. 82.
228
cc. F. W.] W[alther], "Besteurung der Ausilbung
der Religion," Der Lutheraner 22 (March 1, 1866) :102.
229
cc. F. W.] W[alther], "Staat und Kirchenzucht,"
Lehre
und
Wehre 22 (April 1881):160 [C. F. W.] W[alther],
1
Staat und Kirche," Der Lutheraner 37 (December 1, 1881):
181.
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of the state.

230

Lutherans did follow the wishes of the

American government in observing days of repentance, and
Walther approved of the government's calling for such
observances.

231

In a sermon on one such day of repentance

he defended this practice against the charge that it was a
departure from the principle that the state could not command the church to do anything.

He said that the president

had not declared the day of repentance as a church official
but as a state official and that the Christians were following this ordinance only as citizens who were subject to
its jurisdiction. 232

This defense is not totally satis-

factory because what had been called for by the president
was a church service, which should have been strictly an
internal church matter according to Walther's principles
on the separation of church and state.

Much more satis-

factory was Walther's explanation at the 1885 convention
of the Western District that Lutherans celebrated the
American holiday of Thanksgiving which the governors and
presidents recommended (empfehlen) but would not do so if
230walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 7, 10; Brosamen,
p. 500; Gnadenjahr, p. 434; P[ieper], "Dr. C. F. W.
Walther als Theologe," 35 (December 1889) :365. Walther
thought that Christians made good citizens, Gnadenjahr,
pp. 564-69.
231 walther, Evangelien Postille, p. 398.

232 walther, Casual=Predigten, p. 155.
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the president and governors would command (befehlen) it
by virtue of their office. 233
Walther taught that Christians were subject to
234
the military draft.
During the Civil War it was a very
big issue in the Missouri Synod whether or not the state
could draft clergymen.

At that time the draft was a

matter of state, not federal law, and the laws varied from
,I

J

state to state.

Walther was convinced that it was not

right for a servant of the church to become a soldier
\voluntarily. 235 Ultimately that could only harm the
state. 236

But a preacher could be drafted by the state
237
for military service and would be required to comply.
But it was very wrong according to Walther for the state
to draft preachers, not because of their persons, according
to which they were no better than anyone else, but because
233
walther, Western District, 1885, p. 32. For
comments by Walther praising the United States of America
for religious freedom see his July 4th speech before a
church youth group, Brosamen, pp. 364-69.
234
walther, Gnadenjahr, p. 568.
235
cc. F. w. Walther] "Kirchendienst und
Kriegsdienst, Stimmen aus der Kirche hierUber," Lehre und
Wehre 10 (February 1864):46.
236
walther to "Geliebter Bruder in dem HErrn!"
November 1863, Gutachten, CHI.
237
Ibid.; Walther to "Mein herzlieber Johannes!"
August 11, 1862, Correspondence, CHI; Walther, Briefe,
1:162-63 (to J.C. w. Lindemann, April 27, 1861); Walther
to J.M. Buehler, January 28, 1864, Correspondence, CHI;
Steege, "Walther a Champion," p. 21.
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of their office, which had benefits for the state as well
as for the individual citizens. 238

Walther saw it as the

duty of the preacher who was in danger of being drafted to
go to the authorities and petition not to be drafted
because he was of greater use to the state as a preacher •239
It was also acceptable for a preacher who was drafted to
-redeem . this obligation by the payment of money, where this
was a legal alternative. 240 Walther himself was exempt
from the draft.

Concordia Historical Institute has his

draft exemption, dated September 15, 1862.

The reason for

his exemption is listed as "by reason of being president
of Concordia College. 11241
In one connection Walther seems to have spoken as
if the state had the power to depose a pastor.

After the

Civil War a new constitution was adopted for the state of
Missouri.

It required that all who held public office, in

the church or in a school as well as in the state, take a
loyalty oath in which they were to swear that they had not
238 walther to "Geliebter Bruder in dem HErrn!"
November 1863, Gutachten, CHI; Walther to "Geliebter
Bruder in dem HErrn!" December 17, 1863, Gutachten, CHI.
239 walther, Briefe, 1:162-63 (to J.C. w. Lindemann,
April 27, 1861).

240walther to "Mein theurer Schwager!" July 23,
1863, Correspondence, CHI.
241 walther's draft exemption is in a Concordia
Historical Institute file labeled "Walther, C. F. w.,
Legal Papers."
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done certain things which were listed in the new
constitution as excluding a person from citizenship.
Basically this involved anything that could have been
done to support the Confederacy in the Civil War.
Walther was in great confusion in his conscience about
taking this oath because he had privately, but not
publicly, had some sympathy with the Confederacy.

He

finally did take the oath, coupling it with what he considered proper reservations. 242

In some statements from

his letters, Walther seems to have accepted that he would
not be able to continue as pastor and professor if he did
not take the oath. 243 This account is based on Walther's
letters, and he gave no statement of the reasons why the
st~te could thus force him out of the office as pastor
and professor.

Certain other statements in these letters

refer to the punishment for not taking the oath.
could be a fine and imprisonment.

There

He saw himself and

other pastors leaving the state rather than remaining for
242
This story runs through Walther's letters of
July to September 1865; see Walther, Briefe, 1:223-34.
For information on how he finally signed the oath with a
statement of protest see pp. 231-34 (tow. Sihler,
September 26, 1865). The Concordia Historical Institute
also has a document on file labeled "Oath of Loyalty,"
and containing Walther's signature and protest. See
the file "Walther, c. F. w., Legal Papers."
243

Walther to Ottomar FUrbringer, July 8, 1865,
Correspondence, CHI; Walther to "Mein theurer Bruder,"
September 18, 1865, Correspondence, CHI; Walther, Briefe,
1:234 (to W. Sihler, September 26, 1865).
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the punishment.

In these statements the reference was to

the state's power as a matter of force rather than right244
ful authority.
This interpretation is in keeping with
Walther's principles on the separation of church and
state.
Walther praised and prized the freedom of religion
very highly.

In a July 4th speech from a church youth

group he defined it as follows:
What is the freedom of religion? It is the
freedom, which the state grants its citizens both
privately and publicly to exercise without hindrance
the religion which each in his conscience considers
the true one, and publicly to express and defend the
principles of the same . Therefore there is freedom
of religion in that land where there is not one or
a few religions which alone are tolerated, which are
considered state religions, and to one of which all
must therefore confess, who want to enjoy the protection of the state; rather [there is religious freedom]
where one can have all the rights and advantages of a
citizen, to whatever religion he may confess.245
Walther provided a long list of things which the church
was free to do in America:

to work for unity of doctrine

244 walther, Briefe, 1:226 (to H. C. Schwan, July
7, 1865); p. 229 (to H. C. Schwan, July 13, 1865).
24511 was 1st Religionsfreiheit? Sie 1st die Freiheit, welche der Staat seinen Bilrgern gewahrt, die
Religion, welche jeder in seinem Gewissen filr die wahre
halt, auch privatim und 6ffentlich ungehindert auszuUben,
und die Grundsatze derselben 6ffentlich auszusprechen und
zu vertheidigen. In dem Lande 1st daher Religionsfreiheit, woes nicht Eine oder einige Religionen gibt, welche
darin allein geduldet werden, die £Ur Staatsreligionen
gelten und zu deren einer sich daher alle diejenigen
bekennen milssen, welche den Schutz des Staates geniessen
wollen; sondern woman alle Rechte und Vortheile eines
Staatsbilrgers haben kann, zu welcher Religion man sich
auch bekennen moge." Walther, Brosamen, p. 364.
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and confession; to organize according to God's Word and
to fit its polity to its situation; to engage in theological controversy; to exercise discipline; to use all
its gifts; to run its own schools with its own textbooks;
to choose and call its own servants, and to depose them;
and to extend itself.

The church could do all this in
America without hindrance from the state. 246
Walther insisted that freedom of religion was
best for the church.
religion.

Where there was force, there was no

The power of the state, being external, could

not be used to achieve the church's goals, which were
internal.

Freedom was the best thing the state could do

for the church, and the church could only benefit from
freedom of religion.

Walther was very grateful to be
248

living in a country where freedom of religion prevailed.

He was aware that the freedom of religion had been abused
in America with the result that there was a great confusion of competing sects, but Walther still considered
246

247

Ibid., p. 548.
Ibid, pp. 367-69.

248
Ibid., pp. 364, 497, 546-47; Casual=Predigten,
pp. 151-52, 199; Evangelien Pastille, pp. 83, 339;
Western District, 1885, p. 50; "Predigt, gehalten bei der
Feier des dreihundertjahrigen Jubilaums des Augsburger
Religionsfriedens am 25. September 1855," Magazin £Ur
Ev.=luth. Homiletik und Pastoral theologie 29 (October
1905) :309-11.
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this freedom better than a unity that had been
artificially created by external force. 249

I
/

Freedom of religion was not merely something for
the church to enjoy.

It was a gift from God and carried

\ with it a great responsibility. 250

church responsible to God alone.

It made the free
There were no excuses

for any false doctrine in the pulpits, classrooms, and
publications of the church; for laxity in discipline; for
failing to do what it was to do in mission work. 251
Walther was very much aware of the persecution
which had so often been the lot of Christians.

He could

speak of all church history as a constant effort on the
part of the world to destroy Christianity. 252 This was
a more usual relationship between church and state than
that which prevailed in nineteenth century America.
Walther taught that the great majority of world rulers
253
would always be opposed to Christianity.
This was
part of the church being a militant church on earth.

254

249 walther, Brosamen, pp. 365-66; Epistel Postille,
pp. 83, 339.
250walther, Brosamen, p. 369; Casual=Predigten,
p. 152.
251 walther, Brosamen, pp. 506-8.
252 walther, Predigtentwilrfe, p. 34.
253 walther, "Predigt • . • Augsburger Religionsfriedens," p. 309; Brosamen, pp. 367, 369, 549.
254 walther, Epistel Postille, pp. 335, 477-79;
Licht des Lebens, pp. 147-48, 641-42.
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The warfare of the world against the church would never
succeed, for the church would never perish. 255

It was

wrong for the church to take up earthly weapons for its
warfare, and Walther said that it was a sign of the false
church that it tried to persecute other churches with
external force. 256
Summary
For Walther, the visible church in general was
the sum total of those who had been called.

Everyone who

was part of a group that had been gathered. around Word
and Sacrament was a member of the visible church.

Since

membership in the invisible church was brought about
through Word and Sacrament, all the members of the
invisible church were also members of the visible church.
The membership of the visible church would, in this life,
always be mixed, both true Christians and hypocrites

being externally together.
The visible church was divided into many visible
churches, which were called particular churches
(Partikularkirchen) because each was a part of the visible
255

walther, Licht des Lebens, p. 639; Predigtentwllrfe, p. 32.
256

Walther, Western District, 1885, pp. 31, 37;
Gnadenjahr, pp. 113-19; Evangelien Pastille, pp. 81-87;
Epistel Postille, pp. 155, 157; Festkl~nge, pp. 393-94;
Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 329; Predigtentwilrfe, p. 59;
Br6mel, Homiletische Charakterbilder, p. 321.
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church in general.

A visible church was characterized by

the doctrine that was believed, taught, and confessed in
it.

Churches in which the Word of God was present without

being pure were still Christian churches and did contain
some Christians.

The true visible church was the one in

which the Word of God was taught in all its purity.
was the orthodox church.

It

For Walther, this did not mean

that it was only officially orthodox in its confession
of the truth but that it was practically orthodox in that
the truth was actually preached and taught in it.

All

visible churches, including the true one, would always
also contain false members, members who were not members
of the invisible church.

But Walther considered their

visible church membership to be merely external.

They

were not in truth members even of the visible church.
Walther also taught that there was no Biblical promise
that there would always be an orthodox church.

The

invisible church would always exist, but there might well
be no orthodox church at a given time.

This had been the

case for most of the Middle Ages.
The true visible church for Walther was the
Lutheran Church.

This name did not signify only one

organization but included all those who held to Lutheran
doctrine as confessed in the Book of Concord.

The

Lutheran Church did not claim to have true doctrine
because it was the true visible church.

Rather, it
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claimed to be the true visible church because it had the
true, Biblical doctrine.
There were many false visible churches.

Groups

that denied the doctrine of the Trinity or the Deity of
Christ were not Christian and were, therefore, not
churches.

Groups that did not practice Trinitarian

Baptism were not churches.

There were groups that were

churches but were separated from the true visible church.
Those that were separated from it for non-doctrinal
reasons were schisms.

Those that were separated from it

for doctrinal reasons were sects or heresies.
of division were very sinful.

Both kinds

But these groups right-

fully retained the name "church" because it was to be
believed that there were still Christians in them.

The

fact that members of either kind of group could be saved
did not make it permissable for a Christian to join such
a group or to remain in it in spite of recognizing its
errors.

To do so would be persistence in intentional sin,

which would certainly be problematical for one's relationship to God.
With respect to church and state, Walther shared
the traditional Lutheran views on the divine institution
of governmental authority and the requirement that
citizens obey the particular government which God has
placed over them.

But Walther was very insistent on a

total separation of church and state.

He maintained that
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this had always been the Lutheran position, in spite of
the long-standing consistorial form of church government
in Germany, and he had many quotations from Lutheran
theologians to support his contention.

The state was not

in the church at all, and its power was irrelevant to the
church except that the government's role in keeping peace
would be helpful in protecting the church from violent
attacks.

The church was in the state, however, in the

sense that its members were also citizens and were to
obey the government, except in the case of a government
requiring something contrary to the Word of God.
Walther believed that theologians were not to
p ,.,,-._(

express themselves regarding theological topics.

The

only exception would be when politicians might attack the
church.

Walther saw himself responding to such attacks

when he spoke out in a series of congregational lectures
against Socialism and Communism.

Walther recognized that

most wordly governments had opposed the church.

He

prized the freedom of religion very highly, as it was
enjoyed in nineteenth century America.

---------·. - --

The best the

state could do for the church was to guarantee freedom
.._.. ,....
of religion.
So the visible church was very important for
Walther.

Because he was both Biblical and practical, he

did not content himself with a mere generalized conception
of the visible church or of particular churches which were

188

themselves international.

He brought the doctrine of the

church to bear on the local church, that is, the congre- .
gation.

He believed that the Bible said much about local

congregations.
chapter.

This is the topic of the following

CHAPTER IV
THE CONGREGATION OR LOCAL CHURCH

A vital part of C. F.

w.

Walther's overall

picture of the church was the local church, the congregation.

This was where the chief practical application

of the doctrine of the church was.

Most Christians had

contact with the church almost exclusively in terms of
one or more local congregations.

Even those in Walther's

day who had much to do with synodical and inter-synodical
affairs still spent much of their time in the church
working in and with their own congregations.
This chapter contains much information about the
congregational life of Walther's day.

There is still

much room for future research in the area of Walther's
practical advice to congregations in various situations. 1
But because Walther's practical advice was always theological in the best sense of the term, much of this
wealth of material also relates to the doctrine of the
local church.
1 The best and quickest way to begin such research
would be with Walther, Rechte Gestalt, and Pastorale.
The next step would be searching through his correspondence.
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This chapter deals with the nature of the
congregation and its membership.

The question

of what

made a local congregation truly Lutheran is also discussed.

The chapter analyzes authority in the local con-

gregation, including the sphere of_adiaphora.

Church

discipline and excommunication are explored as administered by the whole congregation.

Other matters include

the congregation's school, women suffrage, and the mutual
care of congregational members in temporal needs.
This chapter also touches at several points on
the doctrine of the ministry.

Conrad Bergendoff has

noted the difficulty in separating church and ministry
when discussing Missouri Synod theology. 2 But in
Walther's Kirche und Amt, and in the Baier-Walther
Compendium the ministry was treated as a doctrinal topic
in its own right.

The doctrine of the ministry in

Walther's writings could well be the topic of another
dissertation.

Nevertheless, the ministry must be treated

in this chapter and also deserves a chapter of its own.
The next chapter will be devoted to the relationship
between pastor and people.

A final chapter will round

out the doctrine of the church by exploring relationships
between local congregations and between church bodies.
2

Bergendoff, Doctrine of the Church, p. 28.
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The Nature of the Congregation
Franz Pieper defined the local congregation
(Ortsgemeinde) as "the congregation of the believers who
have gathered around Word and sacrament at a definite
place. 113

This was closely related to Walther's defini-

tion of the specifically Lutheran congregation:
An evangelical Lutheran local congregation is
an assembly of believing Christians at a definite
place, among whom God's Word is purely preached
according to the confession of the evangelical
Lutheran Church and the holy sacraments are administered following Christ's institution according
to the Gospel, but with which false Christians
and hypocrites, somet1tes even manifest sinners,
are always also mixed.

So the congregation for Walther was the church on the
local level.

Neither the invisible church nor the whole

visible church could realistically be gathered together
for worship.

The congregation with the signs of the

church, the Word of God and the sacraments, was the
reality of the church for most people.

Walther himself

311 oie Gemeinde der Glaubigen, die sich an einem

bestimmten Ort um Wort und Sakrament gesammelt haben, 11
Pieper, Christliche Dogmatik, 3:484; seep. 485, footnote
#1542. The emphasis was Pieper's.
411 Eine evangelisch=lutherische Ortsgemeinde 1st

eine Versammlung glaubiger Christen an einem bestimmten
Ort, bei welchen Gottes Wort dem Bekenntniss der
evangelisch=lutherischen Kirche gemass rein gepredigt und
die heiligen Sacramente nach Christi Einsetzung laut des
Evangelii gereicht werden, darin jedoch 1.mmer auch falsche
Christen und Beuchler, zuweilen auch 6ffentliche SUnder
beigemischt sind." Walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. l; see
Evangelien Postille, pp. 293-94. On Luther see HAgglund,
History of Theology, p. 245.
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was also intensely involved in the church on a
congregational level, not only on the district and
synodical level.

He had been a pastor for thirteen years

before he became a professor, and during his whole
academic career he retained part-time pastoral duties.
Even on this part-time basis, it was the will of the
people that he be the senior pastor (Oberpfarrer) of the
joint congregation (Gesammtgemeinde) in St. Louis.
Walther believed that the congregations existed
by divine right (divini juris) • 5 That congregational
life was the will of God for His church was shown according to Walther by the divine institution of the ministry
and of the sacraments and by God's will for church discipline, for Christians helping one another in spiritual
and in wordly needs, and for Christians bringing others
to faith. 6
A basic fact in Walther's church situation was
that the congregations were independent of the state.

We

have seen that Walther held in principle to a strict
5
walther, Briefe, 2:88 (to Pastor Ch. H. Lober,
March 25, 1867); see Pieper, Christliche Dogmatik, 3:484.
6walther, Von der Pflicht, pp. 6-7. These points
were discussed separately on pp. 13, 22, 26, 29, 32. On
the sacraments see Briefe, 2:88 (to Pastor Ch. H. Lober,
March 25, 1867); Rechte Gestalt, p. 45. on the ministry
see Brosamen, p. 266. For Walther's reasons for joining
a congregation see Kirche und Amt, pp. 144-45; Walther
to J. A. Ottesen, January 25, 1862, Correspondence, CHI.
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separation of church and state.

This had not been the

case in the Germany from which so many American Lutherans
had come.

It was novel for the lay people to have to

shoulder the burden for organizin9 church life.

Lutherans

in America had been facing this problem since long before
Walther's day.

7

But Walther lived in a day of heavy

German immigration, and the Missouri Synod was largely
made up of immigrants.

Walther was speaking largely to

people for whom the authority of the state was conspicious by its absence from the American church scene.
Congregational Membership
For Walther it followed from the divine institution and necessity of the congregation that membership in
the local church was not optional.

Other relationships

were left to the free will of the individual, but the
Christian was required to join the congregation.

8

In an

1880 series of lectures to his own congregation on this
topic Walther did not express congregational membership
as an absolute requirement for salvation but he said that
when the Christian had the opportunity he was required
(schuldig) to join an orthodox congregation.

9

He

7 aergendoff, Doctrine of the Church, p. SO; see
Walther, Pastorale, p. 381.
8 walther, Ansprachen, p. 8.
9 walther, Von der Pflicht, p. 7; see also p. 34.
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connected this duty with the duties to confess Christ and
to help spread the kingdom of God. 10

Knowing that it was

the will of God was sufficient reason for the Christian to
join a congregation. 11

Walther saw congregational membership as both a good work and a privilege. 12 Its benefits
included church attendance, baptism, the Lord's Supper,
churchly burial, the comfort and help of the preacher in
time of need, and involvement in the service and assistance
which the congregation members rendered to one another.
None of this would have been possible without the local
congregation. 13
In Die rechte Gestalt Walther listed the requirements for membership in a congregation that one be
baptized, confess the faith, and lead a Christian life
free from offense. 14

In his Pastoraltheologie he added

as a qualification the desire to be a member of the
evangelical Lutheran Church. 15

He told new members that

lOibid., pp. 50-51.
11

Ibid., p. 34.

12

Ibid., p. 41.

13

Ibid., pp. 59-60; see also Walther, Ansprachen,
pp. 22-24; Kirche und Amt, pp. 144-46.
14

walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 121-22, referring
to Eph. 4:3-6; 5:25-26; 1 Car. 5:9-13; 10:21; 12:13; Matt.
7:6; Gal. 2:4; 2 Car. 6:14-15,17; 2 John 10,11.
15

Walther, Pastorale, p. 376; referring to Matt.

10:32-33; 2 Tim. 1:8.
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their acceptance by the congregation meant that the other
congregation members considered them true believers and
converted Christians (wahrhaft gl!ubige und bekehrte
16
Christen) .
Walther insisted that it was not for the
pastor alone to make decision~ about accepting new members.

The congregation was to decide.

But Walther

recognized that it could not be known for certain that the
person to be accepted was a true Christian.

In practice

i t could be demanded that the person desiring membership
had not by doctrine or life shown himself to be a non17
Christian or errorist (Irrgeist) .
Walther believed that
non-Christians would always be present among the membership of a congregation. 18

But just as they were not truly

members of the invisible church nor of the visible church,
so they were not members of the congregation in any but
an external way.
God.

But judgment in this matter was left to

Walther said:
The false Christians, the hypocrites also bear the
name "congregation members," but they are not. But
according to love we give them, too, the name because
they still confess the name of Jesus--and according
to love we assume that such a person believes what
he confesses. We cannot look into his heart. We
16walther, Ansprachen, p. 49; see pp. 29, 46.
17 walther, Pastorale, p. 376.

18walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 3; referring to
Augsburg Confession, Article VIII; see Rechte
Unterscheidung, p. 324; Ansprachen, p. 27. See above,
pp. 118-20.

•
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leave that to God. We do not want to judge him
except if it becomes obvious: "That is a godless
person." Then it is over. Then we exclude him.
Then we call him a heathen and a publi~an.19
It should be mentioned in passing that for Walther the
pastor or pastors of a congregation were also considered
· 20
members.

Walther taught"that church membership carried with
it certain specific duties.

The member was to be ready

to contribute in word and in work (in Rath und That) .

21

The duties were all directed toward seeing that the Word
of God was in full swing
congregation. 22

(im

Schwange gehen) in the

In joining a congregation one reiterated

the duties already incurred at baptism and confirmation.
But special duties of congregational members included not
missing the church services or, for men, the congregational meetings except in case of emergency (Noth).
1911 Die falschen Christen, die Heuchler tragen auch

den Namen "Gemeindeglieder," sind es aber nicht. Wir
geben ihnen aber der Liebe nach auch den Titel, weil sie
doch den Namen JEsu bekennen--und der Liebe nach setzen
wir voraus, dass ein solcher glaubt, was er bekennt. Ins
Herz k6nnen wir ihm nicht sehen. Das Uberlassen wir Gott.
Wir wollen nicht Uber ihn richten, ausser wenn es offenbar
wird: "Das 1st ein Gottloser." Dann h6rt es auf, dann
thun wir ihn hinaus, dann nennen wir ihn einen Heiden und
Z6llner." Walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 326. The
emphasis was Walther's. See Festklange, p. 346; Rechte
Gestalt, p. 4.
20

Walther, Brosamen, p. 522.

21

22

Walther, Von der Pflicht, p. 59.

Ibid., p. 31. "In full swing" is colloquial, but
it best captures the meaning of the German im Schwange.
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Caring for the well-being of the congregation according
to one's abilities was also expected, including giving
advice; voting; making financial contributions for the
church, the school, and the poor; aiding in the calling
of pastors and teachers; taking part in church discipline;
and working to make everything proceed in an orderly way
according to God's Word and the Lutheran confessions.
It entailed praying for the congregation, helping to bear
the infirmities of the weak, abstaining from joining any
other religious fellowship (especially not a secret one
such as a lodge), not sending one's children to a
religion-less (religionslos) public school, not taking

---

-

-

out life insurance in an interest-taking society
(Wuchergesellschaft), and remaining with that congregation until death unless God would lead one elsewhere.
This was not an abstract ideal but Walther's actual
23
instructions to new members.
Walther taught that it was the duty of congregation members to make financial contributions.

Most

basically, one had to support the preacher according to
Gal. 6:6-7.

One was receiving spiritual benefit.

It was

proper for him to consider himself obliged to contribute
some part of his physical wealth for that purpose
23 walther, Ansprachen, pp. 41-42.
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according to 1 Cor. 9:7-14. 24

The contributions were to

be gifts of love, and it would be wrong for them to be
imposed as a tax.

The congregation member was to recog-

nize that he had the duty before God to support the
church, the school, and the poor (Matt. 10:10; 1 Cor.
9:14; 2 Cor. 8:12).

It was not to be done unwillingly or

out of compulsion but freely (1 Cor. 9:7).

This freedom

applied especially to the amount which each would contribute. That was left to the individual conscience. 25
/Walther was strongly opposed to using any worldly enter✓

tainments (weltliche Vergnugungen) to raise money for
the church. 26
Walther did not overestimate the importance of
church attendance.

He said, "True Christianity ciioes not
consist only in diligent church-going. 1127 Going to
church would not save a person by itself. 28 The
observance of Sunday was not a divine requirement. 29
24
CHI.

walther

to Herr Braxe, July 29, 1856, Gutachten,

25
Walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 177; on this whole
matter of contributions see Epistel Postille, pp. 390-95.
26
cc. F. W.] W[alther], "Weltliche Vergnilgungen zwn
Zweck der F6rderung kirchlicher Anstalten," Der Lutheraner
41 (September 15, 1885) :140.
2711
Das wahre Christenthum besteht nicht nur im
fleissigen Kirchengehn." Walther, Western District,
1875, p. 57.
28

Walther, Festkl!nge, p. 295; Brosamen, p. 426.

29

Walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 83-84, citing
Aubsburg Confession, Article XV.
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This issue had also been part of the controversy between
the Missouri Synod and the Iowa Synod in the 1850s and
1860s.

The Iowa Synod, along with many non-Lutheran

groups in America, maintained that Sunday worship was
mandatory.

Walther and the Missouri Synod maintained

that the church had no command to observe any specific
30
day.
But it did not follow from this that church
attendance was unimportant. 31 But zealous attendance at
all the usual Sunday, holiday, and other services was
important if the Word of God was to be in full swing in
the congregation. 32 Specific Sunday worship was only a
human ecclesiastical ordinance, but Walther thought that
the Christian was still to forego other activities on
that day. 33 This was not a legalistic requirement for
Walther, nor did he apply it legalistically.

It was

simply that for the good of the individual soul some time
has to be set aside for attention to the Word of God and
30see Baepler, Century, p. 147.

31walther, Licht des Lebens, p. 582.
32 walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 82-83, referring to
Gal. 4:10-11; Col. 2:16-17; Luke 11:28; Acts 2:46; Heb.
10:24-25.

33 walther, Gnadenjahr, p. 516. See the whole
sermon, pp. 511-519. This sermon was preached in 1849
and so predated the controversy with the Iowa Synod, which
was not even in existence then. But Walther certainly
saw the legalistic misuse of the Third Commandment in
the Reformed churches in America. Walther's views in
this matter are certainly Lutheran. See the explanation
of the Third Commandment in Luther's Large Catechism.
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for corporate worship and the administration of the
sacraments.

~

The church had freely chosen Sunday, and the

best thing for the individual was to go along with the
will of the majority of church members in this matter.
The True Lutheran Congregation
Walther addressed himself to the issue of what
made a congregation truly Lutheran.

He insisted that the

name alone did not suffice.

The confession of pure
doctrine was also necessary. 34 To this Walther normally
added the pure administration of the sacraments.

These

two elements made a congregation truly Lutheran in
Walther's view, even if the congregation had problems in
other areas.

35

Walther enumerated several specific

. ti ons o f these cri' t eria.
· 36
app1 ica

Walther taught that the most important thing for

•

a well-founded and truly Lutheran congregation was that
34
pp. 4-5.

Walther, Pastorale, pp. 49-50; Rechte Gestalt,

35

Walther, "Welches sind die Eigenschaften," pp.
18-19; see Rechte Gestalt, p. 1.
36
cc. F. w. Walther] "Thesen. Welches sind die
Eigenschaften einer wohlgegrundeten wahrhaft lutherischen
Gemeinde, nach welchen daher lutherische Prediger mit
ihren Gemeinden als ihrem Ziele zu streben haben? (Zur
Vorlage £Ur die diesjahrigen Verhandlungen unseres
nordwestlichen Districts am 12. Juli und die folgenden
Tage.), 11 Der Lutheraner 32 (June 1, 1876) :86. Walther
led the discussion of some of these themes at the Northwestern District convention in i876 and probably in 1877.
The discussion was continued at the conventions of 1879
and 1880, but Walther was not present. See also Walther,
Ansprachen, pp. 14-15.
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the Word of God was to have the chief authority in it. 37
But for Walther this entailed, at any time after the
Reformation, subscription to the Lutheran confessions.
What made a congregation Lutheran was teaching according
to the Lutheran confessions. 38

When a congregation

rejected something that had been set down in the Lutheran
confessions, it ceased to be a true Lutheran congregation.39

Not all the members of the congregation had to

be experts on the content of the confessions.

For the

majority the Augsburg Confession and the Small Catechism
. . t 40
were su ff 1.c1.en.
It cannot be overemphasized that for Walther
confessional loyalty could not be merely formal.

A con-

gregation that had made the Augsburg Confession its
public position (literally, Aushangeschild, "placard,"
which in German idiom can imply something like false
advertising) but had an heterodox preacher was not an
orthodox Lutheran congregation.

The public preaching

determined what the real doctrine of the congregation
was. 41

Walther wrote:
37 walther, "Welches sind die Eigenschaften," pp.

18-19.
38 walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 1.
3 g Ibid . , p • 6 2 .
40walther, Pastorale, p. 52.
41walther to "Mein theurer Bruder!" September 26,
1870, Correspondence, CHI.
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True evangelical Lutheran particular and local
churches or congregations are only those in which the
doctrine of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, as contained in its symbols, is not only officially recognized but is also in full swing in public preaching. 42
/ It was also important for an orthodox congregation to
/

have only orthodox books in use in its school and its
worship services. 43 No specific form of church government
(Verfassung) and no specific humanly instituted ceremonies
were required. 44 It must be remarked in this connection
that, although Walther stated these criteria quite openly
and literally, he did not apply them in a precipitous
way.

He was very patient and evangelical in the applica-

tion of these principles.

He would always move slowly in

doctrinal discussions, and he was concerned to convince
and to win those with whom he entered into such discussions.

The best example would be his work with the free

conferences in the late 1850s.

By no means would he

42
"Wahre ev.=luth. Particular= und Local=Kirchen
oder Gemeinden sind nur diejenigen, in welchen die Lehre
der ev.=luth. Kirche, wie sie in deren Symbolen niedergelegt ist, nicht nur gesetzlich anerkannt ist, sondern
auch in 6ffentlicher Predigt im Schwange geht." Walther,
Wahre sichtbare Kirche, p. 150; see Rechte Gestalt, p. 5;
Epistel Pastille, p. 409.
43
Walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 115-17; see
Pastorale, p. 57; Walther to L. J. Lorentz, January 23,
1883, Gutachten, CHI. This provision was part of the
original constitutions of Walther's St. Louis congregation and of the Missouri Synod, Mundinger, Government,
pp. 141, 184.
44

Walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 2.
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quickly or suddenly brand a preacher, congregation, or
church body as "un-Lutheran."
Authority in the Congregation
Walther was opposed to any and all forms of
priest rule (Priesterherrschaft) in the church.

All

forms of clerical domination in the church had become
very distasteful to the people who had been freed from
Stephanism.

Walther's own Trinity Congregation in St.

Louis did not permit Walther, their pastor, even to
attend the voters' meetings as late as 1842. 45

It also

became personally important for Walther to oppose priest
rule.

One of his students later recalled the seriousness

with which Walther warned students against all hierarchical tendencies. 46

One of the reasons he listed for

staying with the Lutheran Church was that there was
47
nothing hierarchical about it.
Walther taught that the pastor had no lordship
(Herrschaft) in the church.

He could not make any new

45Mundinger, Government, p. 107.
46 Julius A. Friedrich, "Walthers Ehrfurcht vor der
christlichen Gemeinde: Festrede, gehalten bei der
akademischen Feier am hundersten Geburtstage des seligen
D. c. F. w. Walther im Concordia-Seminary zu St. Louis am
25. Oktober 1911," Concordia Theological Monthly 7 (March
1937) :173-74.
47 c. F. w. Walther, Warum hangen wir so fest an
der lutherischen Kirche? Vierte Auflage (Zwickau 1. S.:
Verlag des Schriftenvereins der sep. ev.=luth. Gemeinden
in Sachsen, 1903), p. 23.
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laws or institute ceremonies on his own.

48

It was the
✓ { pastor's duty himself to oppose priest rule. 49 He had no
authority in the church to dictate in matters that were
truly indifferent (adiaphora), being neither commanded
nor forbidden in the Word of God.so

Walther said that

rule (Herrschaft) and authority (Gewalt) belonged in the
state, not in the church. 51

The state consisted of

rulers and subjects, those who gave orders and those who
obeyed them.

But in the church it was to be different.

It was a brotherhood in which no one was to lord it over
anyone else. 52 Walther's comments harked back to Matt.
23:8-12.

They were also directed in this context against

a very literal Roman Catholic division of the church into
rulers (praelati or rectores) and subjects (subjecti or
subditi).

This had been literally taught by Western

theologians during the period of Scholatiscism, both the
48

Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 370.

49
walther to "Theure BrUder in dem HErrn!" August
30, 1842, Correspondence, CHI.
so
Walther, Kirche und Amt, pp. 360-370; Western
District, 1883, pp. 17, SO, 58; Walther to "Theurer
Bruder im Glauben!" February 11, 1856, Correspondence,
CHI; "Uber einige Hauptpflichten," pp. 45-46, 48.
5
1walther, Western District, 1883, p. 32. see
p. 60.
52

Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 371, commenting on
Matt. 20:25-26; 23:8; John 18:36; see also Brosamen,
p. 499; Festkl~nge, p. 412.
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twelfth and thirteenth centuries. 53

In practice there

had been a subjection of the laity to the church's hierarchy since late antiquity.

In an 1842 sermon Walther

said that there was to be among Christians "the most perfect
54
equality. n
Christ claimed for Himself alone lordship
(Herrschaft) in the church and denied to everyone else any
55
authority in the church.
If one had more authority in the
church than another, then the one with the authority would
even have been above God and His Word. 56

These comments

come from different times in Walther's career, giving
evidence of his consistency in this viewpoint.
If no one had authority above anyone else, then
the authority had originally been shared by all in the
church.

All church power belong to the church origin-

ally, not exclusively to any part of the church nor to
any specific persons such as the preachers.

Walther

insisted that the keys of the kingdom of heaven had
53 see Seeberg, History of Doctrines, 2:85-87,
144-45.
5411 Die vollkommenste Gleichheit," Walther,
Gnadenjahr, p. 434.
55 walther, Brosamen, p. 520; Evangelien Pastille,
pp. 259, 260; Grundlegende S~tze Uber die Kirchenordnungs=
und Kirchenregimentsfrage nebst einigen Zeugnissen alter
lutherischen Theologen zu denselben (Leipzig: Justus
Naumann's Buchhandlung, 1864), p. 4. Walther called this
"Christocracy," Christokratie, Brosamen, p. 532.
56
walther, Pastorale, p. 365, unnumbered footnote;
see also Western District, 1883, pp. 19, 33; Brosamen,
p. 591.
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originally (ursprUnglich) and directly or immediately
/ { (unmittelbar) been given to the whole church, not just
~to the preachers. 57 Therefore he wrote in Kirche und Amt,
against Grabau's hierarchical views, that the church
itself was "the proper and only possessor and bearer of
the spiritual, divine and heavenly goods, rights, powers,
offices, etc., which Christ has won and which there are
in His church. 1158

Even the apostles had had no authority

in the church beyond that which Christ had specifically
given them. 59

The

reachers received their office anE-

---- ----

the administratioq__of that which the church possessed

--- -------60

only mediately (mittelbar) throu h _the church.

- -

~

....

-- ----- --

The

point is that there was no foundation for priest rule in
the church.
Walther believed that this doctrine was clearly
taught in the Bible, especially in John 20:19-31 and Matt.
16:17-19.

61

The papists had built their doctrine about

the pope on Matt. 16:19.
57

Commenting on this verse,

walther, Brosamen, pp. 463, 557.

58

"Die eigentliche und alleinige Inhaberin und
Tr~gerin der geistlichen, g6ttlichen und himmlischen
GUter, Rechte, Gewalten, Xmter u., welche Christus
erworben hat, und die es in seiner Kirche giebt, 11 Walther,
Kirche und Amt, p. 29; see Brosamen, p. 468.
59

Walther, Brosamen, pp. 520-22.

60
61

Ibid., p. 463.

Walther, Evangelien Pastille, pp. 165-66.
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Walther taught that Peter had been given the keys to the
kingdom as a right and possession of his faith.
keys would belong likewise to all the believers.

so the
The

keys were Peter's alone as little as faith and salvation
62
were his alone.
Walther's best argument may well have
been the one based on John 20:22-23.

He said that this

verse demonstrated that the keys had been given to all
those who had the Holy Spirit.
all Christians.

63

They had been given to

Walther used the designation of the

-,t-,/.4.~

church as the Bride of Christ to show that the keys had ~

~ ~

been given to the church and by her to the preachers.

- . II,fr.,.JJ.. i
I3~~

an earthly household the absent head of the household

~
_._ ~la~~
,t:uJ

would give the keys to the wife, and she would give them
64
to the servants.
The promise of Christ's presence with
the church also implied that it would always have all
65
.
S Wl.' th H.l.m •
th 1.ng
This doctrine was very important for Walther
66
because it prevented priest rule.
Christ remained the

- --- - -·- --

only Ruler in the church.

The doctrine also obviated any

62 walther, Brosamen, pp. 466-67; see Rechte
Gestalt, pp. 17-18.
63 Ibid., p. 467; Walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 27;
Kirche und Amt, p. 30.
64 walther, Brosamen, pp. 467-68; Kirche und Amt,
p. 30.
65 walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 30, referring to
Matt. 28:20. See below, pp. 269-71.
66walther, Brosamen, pp. 471-72.
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need to worry whether or not a given preacher stood in
the line or succession of those who had received the keys
from the apostles.

One did not need to prove the

pastor's pedigree to know that he had the authority to
forgive sins.

The fact that the church had them was suf-

ficient to show that the keys of the kingdan could be
administered in the congregation. 67 It was also very
practical and helpful in times when the congregation
might be deprived of its pastor. 68 Nor should it by any
means be thought that Walther was attacking a straw man
in this case. C~e Gr~ggty,:_-···::td. 604) had taught that
the power to forgive or retain sins belonged only to the
clergy, and most of the scholastic theologians shared
this doctrine. 69 This position had remained characteristic of Roman Catholicism in Walther's day, and similar
ideas in men like Grabau must certainly be considered a
Rananizing tendency.
Walther taught that the keys had been given to
the whole church, but visible churches possessed
67 Ibid., pp. 469-70.
68

Walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 28, citing J. C.
Dannhauer, Hodosoph. I, p. 79.
69
see Seeberg, History of Doctrines, 2:26, 84.
But the Reformation had not introduced a doctrinal
innovation on this point. St. Augustine's doctrine was
close to the Lutheran position. See Seeberg, History of
Doctrines, 1:324.
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and exercised this authority. 70

According to Walther

every congregation had the keys in equal measure. 71

Each

congregation was, in its own circle, the supreme court
(das h6chste Gericht) •

72

Walther rejected as an error

the idea that the keys had been given to the invisible
church in general but not to the local church.

He saw

this as an attempt to lord it over the congregation. 73
He thought that among Protestants this doctrine that the
keys had been given to the church and therefore to all
the larger and smaller fellowships of Christians would
74
not need to be proven.
Any group that was a real
church, that is, any group in which Word and sacrament
were still essentially present,had the authority of the
keys.

It was known that there were Christians in any

such group.

The authority which Christ had given to His

church was present also in that group because of these
75
members of the invisible church.
This applied also to
70 see Carls. Meyer, "Introduction," Letters of
c. F. w. Walther: A Selection, trans. and ed. Carls.
Meyer, Seminar Editions (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1969), p. 11.
71walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 15.
72 Ibid. , p. 30.
73 walther to Friedrich Brunn, December S, 1873,
Correspondence, CHI.
74 walther, "Gemeindewahlrecht," p. 169.
75 walther, Kirche und Amt, pp. 77-78.
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heterodox fellowships. 76

The fact that non-Christians

were present in the congregation in no way detracted from
77
the validity of the keys or of all churchly authority.
Everything that Christ had won, the forgiveness of sins,
righteousness, the hope of eternal life, the Word and the
sacraments, the keys of heaven and hell, and all offices,
78
rights, and authority belonged to the church itself.
Church Discipline and
Excommunication
With the keys, Walther believed, the church had
been given all the power and authority in spiritual
matters and also in its own government in temporal
matters. 79 Among the spiritual matters, church discipline was one of the greatest practical concerns for
Walther and other Lutherans in America.

It was one of

the most important problems with Stephan, who had
exercised discipline and excommunication on his own without consulting the laity. 80 It was also a big issue in
76 The sixth of the Altenburg Theses, Kostering,
Auswanderung, p. 52.
77
Walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 23-24.
78

Walther, Brosamen, p. 589; see 1 Cor.3:21-23,
the text of the sermon.
79
walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 13-15; Kirche und
Amt, pp. 42-43.
80

Vehse, Fischer, and Jake!, "tlffentliche
Protestation," in Vehse, Stephan'sche Auswanderung,
p. 135.

--·.
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the controversy with Grabau and the Buffalo Synod, who
had made exconununication the concern of the preachers
alone. 81 Walther and his followers could not tolerate
this doctrine at all.

It was priest rule (Priesterherr-

schaft), and it denied that churchly authority had been
given to the church.
Walther taught that church discipline belonged to
the congregation to be considered in its meetings. 82

It

needed no proof, in his opinion, that the church mentioned in Matt. 18:17 (Gemeinde in Luther's Bible translation) was a visible particular church.

The context,

including the verse about two or three being gathered
together, indicated that every local church was meant,
no matter how small it may have been. 83 The congregation
i1111"~~L' ~
has this authority to bind or to loose in heaven. And ~~ ,t,-.,.• .r;, 1
f
the congregation alone had the authority to excommunicate.84

Excommunication belonged to the whole congrega-

tion, and no one was to be considered excommunicate
before the congregation had acted. 85 Walther insisted
81Hochstetter, Geschichte, p. 197; Bergendoff,
Doctrine of the Church, p. 49.
82walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 58; PredigtentwUrfe,
p. 61.
83 walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 78.
84 Ibid., p. 384; Walther, Predigtentwilrfe, pp.
60-61.
85 walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 31.

··-
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that excommunication be unanimous in the congregation.
He could make this demand because he believed that a
person was to be excommunicated only in an obvious
instance.

This is a good example of the care and caution

which Walther advocated in the exercise of church discipline.

It was not something that could be handled

quickly.

Only when it became clear to everyone who was

sincere about church discipline that excommunication was
called for, should it have been done.

But it was not the

kind of matter that was to be handled rashly by a simple
majority or even by a large majority.

This did not mean

that a single individual could frustrate the process of
discipline.

If someone objected to an excommunication

for no good reason, then he himself could be subject to
church discipline. 86
Walther did not leave church discipline up to the
pleasure or whim of the congregation.

It was the duty of

the congregation to see that discipline was properly
exercised. 87 It was a matter of love for the neighbor. 88
86

Walther, Pastorale, p. 343: Kirche und Amt,
p. 384. For complete information on Walther's careful
and brotherly attitude in church discipline see
Pastorale, pp. 315-54.
87
walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 32-36, 123-24.
88
walther, Gnadenjahr, p. 555.
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Every member of the congregation was responsible
(verantwortlich) in the exercise of church discipline. 89
The preacher could not bring about excommunication entirely on his own.

Walther wrote, "The preacher

has no right to impose and exercise excommunication
alone, without the previous knowledge of the whole congregation.1190

The pastor or any Christian could initiate

discipline in the form of private admonition.

It was the

pastor's exclusive duty publicly to declare the excommunication.91

As the preacher did not have the right to

act on his own in imposing excommunication, so he could
not lift it by himself.

To do either would have been

lordship over the conscience (Gewissensherrschaft) of
the congregation members because whether or not to consider a person excommunicate was a matter of conscience ®
It was also wrong, according to Walther, for the pastor
89 walther, Predigtentwiirfe, pp. 61-62; Von der
Pflicht, p. 36.
9011 Der Prediger hat kein Recht, den Bann allein,
ohne vorhergehende Erkenntniss der ganzen Gemeinde zu
verhangen und auszuuben." Walther, Kirche und Amt, p.
383; seep. 360; Pastorale, p. 323. On the pastor's role
see Pastorale, p. 315; [c. F. W. Walther] "Uber das
suspendiren vom hl. Abendmahle durch den Prediger," Der
Lutheraner 16 (October 18, 1859) :37-38.
91walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 383.
92 walther, western District, 1883, p. 62. An
exception was that an excommunicate person on his death
bed could, upon repentance, be absolved by the preacher
without prior congregational action.
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to try to induce the congregation to impose
excommunication merely because he said so. 93
Walther taught that the Biblical order and procedure was to be observed in all cases of church discipline.

According to Matt. 18:15-17 this meant first a

private admonition of the sinner, then a second admonition by two or three people.

If in either case the

sinner repented, the sin was to be buried (begraben).
would never again be mentioned.
forgotten.

It

It would be forgiven and

If he did not repent, then the matter was to

be brought to the whole congregation.
sin was still to be forgiven.

If he repented, the

I-l he would not repent

after this admonition by the whole congregation, then and
only then was he to be excommunicated. 94 This order and
procedure was not to be circumvented by individuals, by
the preacher, or by the congregation itself. 95 But it
would not be necessary to go through the private admonition if the sin itself was of such a public nature that
the whole congregation knew about it right away.

In that
case the whole congregation would initiate discipline. 96

Although this procedure can be summarized in a few words
93
94

~

Ibid., p. 64.
Walther, Licht des Lebens, p. 160.

95
96

Walther, Pastorale, p. 320.
Ibid., p. 325.
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(or in three Bible verses, Matthew 18:15-17), it could
be a time consuming affair, taking a year or longer.

As

a pastor Walther was deliberate in the exercise of discipline.

In evangelical church discipline the primary goal

has always been to win the offender back.

Exconununica-

tion followed only when these efforts failed.

Even

excommunication was an attempt to bring the person to
repentence. 97 August Suelflow has done research in the
minutes of Walther's Trinity Congregation in St. Louis
and has concluded that Walther did not institute one case
of church discipline during the whole Civil War for fear
of causing unnecessary problems in the congregation during
those volatile times. 98 Church discipline was not exercised for its own sake but for the good of the congregation.
Walther was very careful to list the qualifications for excommunication.

The person to be excommuni-

cated would have to be alive and rational
(zurechnungsfahig); would have to desire to be called a
Christian brother or sister; would have to be a communicant member of the congregation; would have to have
97 walther, Brosamen, p. 515.

See below p. 219.

98 conversation with August Suelflow, October 14,
1977. Dr. Suelflow is Director of Concordia Historical
Institute, Adjunct Professor of Historical Theology at
Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, and the advisor for this
dissertation.
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committed a public, offensive sin against God's command
or to have held to a basic error (Grundirrthum) even
after it had clearly been shown to be such on the basis
of Scripture; would have to have shown himself to be
obdurate (verstockt, verhartet) and an incorrigible nonChristian (ein unverbesserlicher Unchrist); and would
have to have been found worthy of excommunication by the
whole congregation. 99 With these criteria Walther was
clearly not expecting that excommunication would be a
frequent occurrence.

The only people who would be excom-

municated would be those who persisted quite stubbornly
in an obvious and extremely serious sin or error.

Those

who had already cut themselves off from the congregation
were not to be taken under discipline or excommunicated.
Those who were already outside could not be put outside.100
Church discipline was not, according to Walther,
absolutely necessary in that it was not part of the
essence of the church.

It belonged not to the being

99
Ibid., p. 338; see pp. 338-39 for Bible passages
and for the negative side of this list, those who were
not subject to excommunication. See also Rechte Gestalt,
pp. 126-28; and a Concordia Seminary Gutachten by
Walther, E. B[rauer], and A. C[raemer], February 1, 1866,
Gutachten, CHI.
100
walther to "Mein theurer Bruder!" September 26,
1870, Correspondence CHI; see Walther to "Mein lieber
Bruder!" September 2, 1870, Gutachten, CHI; Rechte
Gestalt, pp. 140-41.
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(Wesen) but to the well-being (Wohlstand) of the church. ~
This was true with respect to discipline of life and of
doctrine.

But doctrinal discipline was a necessary part

of a church being orthodox.

Discipline as to life could

be in a state of decline (Verfall), and the church could
still be orthodox.

One was to precede very slowly in

reestablishing it or in establishing it for the first
time in a congregation.

One was to precede on the basis
of what was best for the people. 101 Walther taught that
the Word of God, not church discipline, produced and
preserved the church. 102 But a congregation could cease
to be an orthodox Lutheran congregation over a longer
period of time if it did not practice church discipline.1° 3
Walther taught that church discipline was not an
adiaphoron (Mittelding).

It was not an option for the
congregation but a matter of necessity. 104 Walther wrote:
Then it is certain. The exercise of church
discipline is, according to God's Word, by no means
an adiaphoron, by no means a mere apostolic, human
counsel or a mere apostolic-ecclesiastical ordinance. It is rather by divine right and of divine
binding force, for it is based on the Lord's explicit
will and command itself. Therefore the ommission
101walther, Pastorale, pp. 315-17; Rechte Gestalt,
p. 38.

102 walther, Brosamen, p. 509.
103walther, "Welches sind die Eigenschaften,"
p. 28; Gnadenjahr, pp. 555-56.
104 walther, Brosamen, p. 509; Pastorale, P· 317.
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of it is nothing less than disobedience against God
himself.105
This passage was part of a sermon on 1 Cor. 5:1-13, and
the command referred to was in verse 13:
yourselves him who is evil." 106

"Put away from

Walther considered this

divine command sufficient to silence all objections to
church discipline. 107 Walther believed that it was necessary to deal with the objection that was ostensibly based
on the parable in Matt. 13:24-30, according to which the
wheat and weeds were to grow together on the same field.
Walther answered by saying on the basis of verse 38 that
the field on which they were to grow together was not the
church but the world.

False teachers and manifest

sinners were to be put out of the church, according to
Walther, but not out of the world.
excommunicated but not executed.

They were to be
He explained the

10511 s0 ist es denn gewiss die Ubung der Kirchenzucht ist nach Gottes Wort keinesweges ein Mittelding,
keinesweges ein blosser apostolischer menschlicher Rath
oder eine blosse apostolisch kirchliche Ordnung; sie ist
vielmehr g6ttlichen Rechts und von g6ttlicher Verbindlichkeit; denn sie 1st gegrundet au£ des HErrn ausdrilcklichen
Willen und Befehl selbst, die Unterlassung derselben
daher nichts Geringeres, als ein Ungehorsam gegen Gott
selbst." Walther, Brosamen, p. 511.
106

"Thut von euch selbst hinaus, wer da b6se ist."
Ibid., p. 513.
107
Ibid.; see also pp. 512-14; Walther, Ansprachen,
p. 86.
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meaning of this parable several times. 108

Walther

admitted in an address to new members of the congregation
that no visible congregation would consist of Christians
only, but he still insisted that only the true Christians
were true members of the congregation.

The others were to

be put out of the congregation only if they became manifest
(offenbar) as non-Christians and could not be brought to
repentance. 109
Walther sincerely believed that discipline could
be beneficial for a congregation.

It would strengthen, not

weaken, it, for the strength of the congregation did not
consist in numbers. 110 A congregation member who might
otherwise be on the way to hell might still be saved if he
were to be deprived of the false comfort he received from
external church membership.

Excommunication was an attempt

to bring the person to repentance.

Only a false love

\
✓

would let him remain an external member of the congrega/

tion, in carnal security, and still go to hell.

It was

better to apply the bitter medicine (die bittere Arzenei)
108walther, Gnadenjahr, pp. 114-15, in a sermon
from 1870; Licht des Lebens, pp. 159-60, in a sermon from
1843; see also Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 324. But Walther
himself often applied the language of this parable to the
mixture of believers and hypocrites in the visible church.
See above p. 119.
109 walther, Ansprachen, p. 27.
110walther, "Welches sind die Eigenschaften," p. 28.
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than to let the patient die. 111

Discipline and

excommunication were also good for the weak members of
the congregation to observe so that they would not get
the idea that persons continuing in manifest sin were
still on the sure way to heaven. 112
Walther insisted as a matter of principle that
the excommunicated person was deprived of all fellowship
with the church. 113 He was to be held to be a heathen man
and a publican (Matt. 18:17), and there was to be no relationship with him that would presuppose or require that he
be considered a brother in the faith. 114 While there was
to be no such intimate fellowship with him, he could still
be admonished and, in certain cases, even comforted.
Civil contacts and contracts with him were still totally
permissible. 115 Anyone who would refuse to give up this
brotherly relationship with the excommunicated person
would himself become subject to church discipline (1 Cor.
5:1-2).

But if the excommunicated person repented, which

was the goal of excommunication, he was to be publicly
111Walther, Brosamen, p. 515.
112 Ibid., pp. 515-16.
113walther, Kirche und Amt, pp. 383-84.
114
Walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 125. Walther referred to this as "allen glaubensbrUderlichen Umgang mit
ihnen aufzuheben."
115
Walther, Pastorale, p. 350.
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absolved and welcomed back into fellowship (2 Cor.
2:6-11) • 116 While he was under excommunication, the person was not to be excluded from hearing the Word of God
preached, for the goal of excommunication, namely repentance, could only be brought about by the word of God. 117
Walther accepted the fact that a person might be
unjustly excommunicated.

An unjust excommunication (ein

ungerechter Bann) had neither validity nor power.

It was

not a real problem for the Christian and did not damn him.
It was a problem in terms of a very serious sin on the
part of those who had pronounced the unjust excommunication.

When someone had been unjustly excommunicated, other

Christians were to receive him into fellowship and not to
respect the exccmmunication. 118 In the case of an unjust
excommunication it was not the excommunicated person who
was to repent and be absolved.

Rather, those who had

excommunicated him stood in need of repentance and
.
119 The correct approach to excommunication
a b sou
1 t ion.
was undermined by the false doctrine that the true visible
church was the one, holy, Christian church.

Walther

116 walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 125-26.
117 walther to Herr Matthias, August 7, 1865,
Gutachten, CHI.
118walther, Von der Pflicht, p. 70.
119walther to "Geehrte Frau!" May 10, 1862,
Correspondence, CHI.
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believed that even the true visible church, when imposing
excommunication, had to prove that it was acting correctly.
No one was to fear an unjust excommunication as, Walther
.

said, they had been taught to f ear i n Steph anism.

120

The Congregation and Adiaphora
Walther insisted that the Christian was totally
and always free with respect to adiaphora.

He wrote, "The

Christian is and remains according to his faith and con. .

science free in all adiaphora under all circumstances.

..121

Adiaphora or indifferent things included all those things
that were neither commanded nor forbidden in the Word of
God, the Bible.

Walther taught that the church and there-

fore the servants of the church had received from Christ
no power but that of the Word.

They could command

Christians to observe only those things which Christ had
commanded. 122 Walther thought that a Christian was to be
disobedient to a human command that was imposed as if it
were a divine command. 123
120

cc.

F. W. Walther] "Vorwort der Redaktion zum

dreizehnten Jahrgang des 'Lutheraner, 111 Der Lutheraner
13 (February 24, 1857) :108.
-·
121

"Der Christ ist und bleibt nach seinem Glauben
und Gewissen frei in allen Mitteldingen unter allen
Umstanden." Walther, Grundlegende Satze, p. 9.
122

Ibid., p. 5; see Matt. 28:20. See also Walther,
Brosamen, pp. 517-27, Walther's 1848 synodical address.
123

Walther, Grundlegende Satze, p. 14.
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Walther taught that the pastor had no authority
to determine on his own anything that was a matter of the
whole congregation (Sache der ganzen Gemeinde). 124 In an
1847 letter of advice to a fellow pastor, Walther applied
this principle to mean, "The preacher does not introduce
anything that he had not first presented to the congregation for discussion and decision. 11125 The pastor was the
servant not the lord of the congregation.

The right to

decide about adiaphora belonged to the whole congregation,
the pastor or pastors and the lay people together. 126
The pastor did, according to Walther, have certain rights
in connection with his office, but this meant only that

___________

the congregation had no authority to interfere with the
..... exercise of that office. 127 In adiaphora, as in .__church
,

,

~ is ~~p~i~~

~nd excommunication, ~~ -~~ thQrJty_ beloe9.! ~~~~
the whole congregation •.128 The pastor was also a
.....

---

. ..~--

member of the congregation, Walther said.

He would par-

ticipate in the decision making process as a member.

He

124walther, western District, 1883, p. 61.
12511 Der Prediger filhrt nichts ein, was er nicht
erst der Gemeinde zur Berathung u. zur Beschlussnahme
vorgelegt hat." Walther to "Theurer Amts= und Glaubensbruder!" March 10, 1847, Gutachen, CHI. See the explanation of Article X of the Formula of Concord in Walther to
Pastor Linsenmann, June 28, 1881, Correspondence, CHI;
P[ieper], "Dr. c. F. w. Walther als Theologe," 35 (JulyAugust 1889) :231-32.
126 walther, western District, 1883, p. 54. Walther
referred to Acts 6:lff as an example.
127 Ibid., p. 61.
128 1bid.

Walther spoke of Kollegialrechte.
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could not insist on any particular decision as if his
office gave him any authority to do so. 129 The congregation was not to attend to these matters without the

~preacher or behind his back.

Walther advised his nephew,

a pastor, to take a strong stand for his involvement in
congregational meetings.

Otherwise there would be a great
deal of disorder (Unordnung). 130 Walther told the delegates to the synodical convention in 1848 that they were
not renouncing any rights when they, as a synod, renounced
any power but that of the Word of God:
There are certainly things about which God's Word
determines nothing and which must nevertheless be
set in order in the church. But all such things
should not be set in order by any authority standing
over the congregation, but the congregation (i.e.
teachers and listeners) orders them itself, free from
all compulsion, according as it is necessary for and
appears beneficial to the congregation.131
According to Walther each congregation was independent with respect to adiaphora and could decide all
these things for itself.

He believed that there was

129

walther to "Theurer Amts= und Glaubensbruder!"
March 10, 1847, Gutachten, CHI.
130

Walther, Briefe, 2:44-45 (to Joh. Walther,
June 9, 1866).
13111

zwar gibt es Dinge, Uber welche Gottes Wort
nichts bestimmt und die dennoch ih der Kirche geordnet
werden mUssen; aber alle solche Dinge sollen durch keine
Uber der Gemeinde stehende Gewalt geordnet werden,
sondern die Gemeinde (d. i. Lehrer und ZuhBrer) ordnet
sie selbst, frei von allem Zwang, je nachdem es ihr noth
thut und heilsam erscheint. 11 Walther, Brosamen, p. 522.
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clear Biblical support for his doctrine. 132

In a book

commemorating the tricentennial of the Formula of Concord
he interpreted the tenth article of that document to mean
that every ecclesiastical matter which was neither commanded nor forbidden in God's Word was left to the freedom of the congregation. 133 Walther definitely considered
this the Lutheran doctrine even though the consistorial
form of church government, which had prevailed in Germany
since the Reformation, had given the opposite impression.134

The objections which Walther raised against the

consistorial form of church government, or against any
form of church government which usurped authority from
the congregation, had neither relevance nor application
to the synodical form of church government.

The synod

was a free association of congregations in which they did
turn certain matters and decisions over to the synod.
This, of course, was the form of church government used
in the Missouri Synod.

It must also be pointed out that

doctrine, which for Walther and for Lutheran theology in
132 see Walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 24-26.
133 c. F. w. Walther, Der Concordienformel Kern und
Stern. Mit einer eschichtlichen Einleitun und mit
kurzen erk arenden Anmer un en versehen, Zweite Auflage
st. Louis: n. p., 1 77 , p. 5 ; see Grundlegende Satze,
p. 8; P[ieper], "Dr. c. F. w. Walther als Theologe," 35
(November 1889) :329.
134 walther, Pastorale, pp. 368-71.
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general has always been based on clear Bible passages,
was not in the category of adiaphora.

(

I

Doctrinal disagree-

ments were not the realm of any congregational autonomy

,but had specific implications for synodical fellowship.

135

Walther also taught that no congregation could rule over
the consciences of its members, much less could a majority
of the congregation do so. 136 Even when deciding about
matters of doctrine and conscience, the congregation
could not demand that its members be subject to its judgment without proving the correctness of that judgment
from Scripture. 137 Nor could the congregation assume any
absolute authority in matters not decided by God's
Word. 138 To do so would be to put the congregation's
ordinances on a par (au£ gleiche Stufe) with God's commands, and that was tyranny of the conscience
(Gewissenstyrannei). 139 While the majority would ordinarily decide in these matters, it could not impose its
decisions as a matter of conscience.

Walther said:

Accordingly the greatest majority itself cannot
in the congregation bind the conscience of the
minority. It is certainly the well-justified custom
in the whole world that, as a rule, the majority in a
135

Walther's views on synodical polity will be discussed at length in Chapter VI.
136

Walther, Western District, 1883, p. 41.

137

Ibid., p. 42.

138

Walther, Grundlegende S!tze, p. 6.

139

Walther, Western District, 1883, p. 41;
Pastorale, p. 373.
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society is determinative in a decision. But even
disregarding the fact that unanimity of the members
is always required for a congregational decision in
matters of faith and conscience, even in adiaphora,
that is, in matters which God's Word has not decided
but has left free, the majority may not simply demand
obedience, but [may expect compliance] only for the
sake of love, peace, and good order. If it does the
opposite, then that belongs under the conception of
domination over the conscience.140
The individual Christian remained free and could not be
forced to obey the congregation's ordinances.

He was

supposed to give up his freedom voluntarily when it was
a matter of benefit (Nutzen) for his neighbor or
brother. 141 But if a congregation tried to force its
members to observe its ordinances, then the best thing
142
that could be done for all concerned was to disobey.
This had also been the position of the Formula of Concord,
Article x. 143

Walther reje~ted . t ~he idea tha'\;. the voice
144
of
the
majority
was
always
the
voice
qf
_Ggd
.
_____. . . ·------,#-•--- ·----------- . ......... ~ -··-. . ~

)I

140 "Hiernach kann selbst die gr6sste Majorit~t in
der Gemeinde das Gewissen der Minoritat nicht binden. Es
ist ja freilich mit Recht in der ganzen Welt Sitte, dass
in der Regel die Mehrzahl einer K6perschaft fur einen
Beschluss massgebend sei. Aber selbst abgesehen davon,
dass in Glaubens= und Gewissenssachen zu einem Gemeindebeschluss stets Einstimmigkeit der Glieder erfordert wird,
so darf selbst in Mitteldingen, das heisst, in Dingen, die
Gottes Wort nicht entschieden, sondern freigelassen hat,
die Majoritat nicht schlechterdings Gehorsam fordern,
sondern bless um der Liebe, des Friedens und guter Ordnung
willen. Thut sie das Gegentheil, so geh6rt auch dies
unter den Begriff der Gewissensbeherrschung." Walther,
Western District, 1883, p. 43. The emphasis was Walther's.
141 walther, Grundlegende Satze, p. 11.
142walther, Western District, 1883, p. 45.
143 see Seeberg, History of Doctrines, 2:388.
144 walther to Herr K6nemann, March 23, 1876,
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Walther believed that it was best for the
congregation to have regular meetings to discuss matters
of concern.

He wrote:

For conscientious, beneficial, and God-pleasing
exercise of its rights and duties, it is necessary
for every free local congregation to institute such
ordered, public assemblies in which it can discuss,
decide about, or also perform those acts which are
necessary for its self-government. 145
Walther considered this the Biblical practice according
to Matt. 18:17; 1 Cor. 5:4; Acts 6:2; 15:30; 21:17-22;
and 1 Tim. 5:20.

He also believed that it was Luther's

vision of how a congregation was to operate. 146

The

preacher was to see to it that such meetings were held
because he had a share in the authority to regulate such
matters (die constitutive Kirchengewalt), but only in
common with the rest of the congregation. 147
It was also the duty of all adult males in the
congregation to share in the process.

They had the right

"of active participation in discussing, advising, voting,
Gutachten, CHI; see Western District, 1883, p. 43.
14511

zu gewissenhafter, heilsamer und gottgefalliger
Ausilbung ihrer Rechte und Pflichten ist jeder freien
Ortsgemeinde die Einrichtung solcher geordneten
6ffentlichen Versammlungen n6thig, in denen sie diejenigen
Handlungen berathet, beschliesst, oder auch vollzieht,
welche zu ihrer Selbstregierung erforderlich sind."
Walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 46. The emphasis was
Walther's.
146

Ibid., pp. 47-49; citing Luther, Schrift von
Concilliis und Kirchen, XVI, 2767; Deutsche Messe und
Ordnung des Gottesdienstes, X, 270-72.
147

Walther, Pastorale, p. 365.
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and resolving" in these meetings.148 In 1847 Walther
dealt with these issues in a presentation to his congregation.

.

He said that it was a holy duty (eine heilige

Pflicht) of these members to attend the meetings and to
take part in their work.

Nonattendance was wrong because

it contributed to the decline of the congregation.

It

was unseemly (unbillig) for a person who shared the duty
to have others do all the work.

c..

It was a refusal to use

~

a gift that one had received from God for the common
good.

t"T

-C.6,~

c;..

'3;-~

r..

,,.

decisions of others without having examined the issues.
The failure to participate endangered the freedom of the
congregation because it meant that the government of the
church would be falling into the hands of fewer people.
A person did not have the right to give up a right that
Not going to meetings was a kind of

separation (Absonderung) from one's brothers, against
which the Bible had frequently warned.
offend the brothers. 149

~

-~-•..

It was wrong for a person tacitly to assent to the

God had given him.

r •.,

It would also
_/

14811 zu tha.tigem Antheil am Reden, Berathen,

Abstimmen und Beschliessen," ibid., p. 371. The emphasis
was Walther's.
149c. F. w. W[alther], "Von der Pflicht, die
Gemeinde=Versammlungen zu besuchen. Eine Ansprache,
gehalten in einer Versammlung der lutherischen Gemeinde
in St. Louis, Mo.," Der Lutheraner 3 (June 15, 1847):
113-16; see Von der Pflicht, p. 34.

, ._,

-~

Y.;✓•

.f~~
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Walther recognized that such meetings would deal
with matters decided in God's Word as well as with
adiaphora.

Matters of God's Word were to be decided upon

with unanimity.

If a vote was taken, it was not to

determine the majority opinion but simply to find out
whether or not everyone had recognized that which was
right. 150 In other words, a minority that refused to
assent to something that was clearly expressed in the
Bible would not thereby be able to block the confession
of the majority.

The minority would then be dealt with

in patience and love in being shown the clear Biblical
position in the matter at hand.

If the majority were in

error or the minority was sizeable, this situation might
develop into a question of fellowship. 151 But in
adiaphora the majority would decide.

Walther told his

own congregation in 1847:
As soon as it is not a matter of conscience or of
faith but a free ordinance, then it goes simply
according to the majority, and that is nothing other
than, according to love. With God's help it has gone
quite well among us in this way to the present
time.152
150

Walther, Pastorale, p. 372; see Rechte Gestalt,
p. 61; Walther to "Theure Brfider in dem HErrn," August
30, 1842, Correspondence, CHI; Festklange, pp. 412-13.
See also August R. Suelflow, "Remembering Zion, 11 Concordia
Journal 1 (October 1975):161.
151
Fellowship will be considered in Chapter VI.
152115o b a ld es sich nicht um eine Sache des

Gewissens oder des Glaubens handelt, sondern um eine
freie Ordnung, dann geht es einfach nach der Majoritat,
und das ist nichts anderes, als: nach der Liebe. Mit
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Walther found Biblical support for his position in 1 Cor.
14:40; 16:14; and Col. 2:5. 153

These verses dealt with

love and order but said nothing about voting, so Walther's
Biblical support for majority rule must be considered
somewhat tentative.
If the congregation by majority vote decided on
something that was contrary to God's Word, then that
decision was null and void (null und nichtig) and was to
be declared to be so and repealed. 154

There was to be no

time lost (nicht einen Augenblick anstehen) in revoking
it. 155 Ordinances of the congregation were not absolute
but relative. 156 Walther advised another pastor that if
an individual considered some proposal before the congregation to be unwise, then it was his Christian duty to
vote against it, to protest against it, and to declare
that he was not responsible for it.

But if he could not

convince the majority, the Christian subjection to one
another (1 Peter 5:5) called for him to go along with the
Gottes Hilfe 1st es auch bisher auf diese Weise ganz gut
bei uns gegangen." Walther, Von der Pflicht, p. 57; see
Pastorale, p. 373.
153 walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 61.
154 Ibid.
155walther, western District, 1883, p. 45; see

Rechte Gestalt, p. 175.
156walther to "Theurer Amts= und Glaubensbruder!"

March 10, 1847, Gutachten, CHI.

232

majority decision (sich den gemeinsamen BeschlUssen
fUgen).

A congregation had to go along with the indi-

vidual (dem Einzelnen sich fUgen) only when he could
prove that otherwise the congregation would clearly be
acting contrary to God's Word.

A congregation that would

stubbornly (halsstarrig) insist on its own way in spite
of such proof would be making itself a sect, and the individual would have to separate himself from it. 157 In
case of a tie vote (Gleichheit der Stimmen), Walther suggested that the pastor or president not vote but that the
matter be discussed again. 158
One aspect of these meetings was not optional.
Walther believed that the congregation had a divine command to conduct them in an orderly way according to 1 Car.
14:33,40; 2 Cor. 8:20,21; and Col. 2:5. 159 This was the
only aspect of church government which was a matter of
conscience and upon which the pastor could insist.
Walther said:
"Let everything be done decently and in order"
(1 Cor. 14:40). That is the only thing, about which
the preacher in external matters can appeal to the
conscience of the congregation, for that is God's
clear command. But how this admonition must be followed, namely which 'orthe various good ordinances
and ceremonies is chosen; in these things the preacher
157

Walther to "Theure BrUder in dem HErrn!"
September 17, 1849, Correspondence, CHI.
158
Walther, Pastorale, p. 374.
159
Walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 41.

233

cannot determine even the least without the consent
of the congregation. Otherwise he is arrogating to
himself lordship over consciences, an honor which
belongs to God alone.160
Walther also gave practical advice about the orderly running of meetings, advising, for example, that the president (Vorsitzer) let the members speak one at a time so
that every one would have the opportunity to express his
opinion, when necessary, and so that no quarrel (Zankerei)
would arise. 161 But Walther taught that the command for
orderly procedure did not give any majority or any members
or any office-holder (Amtsperson), or any groups of
churches or the church as a whole (im Allgemeinen) the
right to insist on its ordinances as binding on the consciences of the individuals. 162 In other words, the
requirement that all things be done decently and in order
was not to be applied to make a human ordinance binding on
the conscience of the individual.

There could and would

160111 Lasset alles ehrlich und ordentlich zugehen'
(1 Kor. 14, 40.), das ist das Einzige, woruber ein
Prediger sich in ausserlichen Dingen der Gemeinde ein
Gewissen machen kann, denn das 1st Gottes klares Gebot.
Wie aber diese Ermahnung befolgt werden milsse, welche
von den verschiedenen guten Ordnungen und Ceremonien
namlich gewahlt werde, daruber kann der Prediger auch
nicht das Allergeringste ohne Einwilligung der Gemeinde
festsetzen. Senst masset er sich Herrschaft uber die
Gewissen an, eine Ehre, die Gott allein gebilhrt."
Walther, Western District, 1883, p. 66. The emphasis was
Walther's.
161walther, Rechte Gestalt, P· 173. For more
advice see pp. 168, 172-73; Pastorale, PP• 372, 375.
162walther, Grundlegende Satze, P· 8.
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be cases in which the majority would have to yield to
the minority in order not to offend consciences.

No

ordinance was to be retained if it even made people shy
away from the fellowship of the congregation.

The ordi-

nanceswere not to rule over the congregation, but the
congregation over the ordinances.

No human ordinance was
to be unalterable (unveranderlich). 163 Walther was con-

cerned that congregational matters be handled carefully,
deliberately, even slowly, in order to avoid personal
problems. 164
The congregation was also to be concerned about
love.

Love was the basis for letting the majority decide

in adiaphora.

An individual was to go along with the

majority decision for the sake of love and peace (um Liebe
163walther to "Theurer Amts= und Glaubensbruder,"
March 10, 1847, Gutachten, CHI; see Walther to G. A.
Schieferdecker, February 11, 1847, Gutachten, CHI. This
precept was clearly enunciated by Walther in the later
1840s, but his congregation had not always lived up to it
in the early 1840s, specifically during the period in
which it developed its constitution. In paragraph fourteen its first constituti•o n required that only the German
language be used in the congregation forever. In a
meeting on March 6, 1843, this paragraph, along with
several others, was made unalterable. See Mundinger,
Government, pp. 141-42. At that time almost all, if not
all, of the members of the Trinity Congregation in St.
Louis were German immigrants, and they lived in a city
in which German immigrants were making up an increasing
proportion of the population.
164

Walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 64; seep. 175;
Pastorale, pp. 375, 378-79; Von der Pflicht, pp. 52-53.
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und Friedens willen).

165

Love was also the limit to the

congregation's freedom in adiaphora.

According to

Walther the congregation was not to choose a given course
in an adiaphorous matter if that choice offended against
love or disrupted the order and edification of the
church. 166 The majority was to yield to the minority for
sake of the weakness of a number of members or to avoid a
schism or some other damage (Schade), in other words, for
the sake of love and peace. 167 In terminology borrowed
from Luther, Walther said that love was the empress
(Kaiserin) over all laws and ordinances, and that which
did not contribute to edification was already disorder
(Unordnung). 168 Disobeying a human ordinance in the
church was, in Walther's view, in and of itself a sin if
169
and only if doing so transgressed the iaw of love.
Walther considered it totally wrong to appeal to one's
Christian freedom to cover up malice (Bosheit), greed
(Geiz) and a disorderly way of life, which would damage
165walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 63.
166walther, Pastorale, p. 56.
167 walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 172; see John W.
Klotz, "The Autonomy of the Congregation," Concordia
Journal 2 (July 1976):153.
168walther, Briefe, 2:64 (to Ottomar FUrbringer,
December 27, 1866). Luther had called love Kaiserin in
Etliche Spruche wider das Concilium zu Constanz vom J.
1531. XIX, 1707, cited in Walther, Wahre sichtbar~ Kirche,
p. 127.
169walther, Grundlegende Satze, p. 12.
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the church. 170 Walther claimed to follow these principles
of freedom and love in his own congregation. 171
The Congregation's School
Walther valued Christian education very highly
and believed that all members of the congregation were to
' 172
grow and become rich (reich) in doctrine and knowledge.
To this end both the Missouri Synod and Walther's St.
. congregation emph asize
. d t h e congregationa
·
1 sc h oo.
1 173
Louis
Walther insisted that the church could not flourish
(gedeihen) without congregational schools, and that it
would also go badly for the country if even religious
parents sent their children to religion-less (religionslos) public schools. 174 Luther had had the government set up the schools in Germany, but in America
170
walther, Briefe, 2:89 (to Pastor Ch. H. Lober,
March 25, 1867) ; see Klotz, 11 Autonomy, 11 p. 153.
171
walther, Briefe, 1:26-27 (to Pastor Friedrich
Lochner, August 20, 1846). This letter is also in
Correspondence, CHI.
172
Walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 107, alluding to
2 Peter 3:18.
173
walter H. Beck, Lutheran Elementary Schools in
the United States: A History of the Development of
Parochial Schools and S nodical Educational Policies and
Programs, 2nd ed. St. Louis: Concor ia Publishing House,
1965), pp. 105-9. On the office of the teacher in the
congregation's school see below, pp. 301-2.
174
[C. P. W.] W[alther], 11 0hne Gemeindeschulen kein
Gedeihen der Kirche, 11 Der Lutheraner 29 (June 1, 187 3) :
133. See above, p. 175.
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Walther put that duty on the congregations. 175

He saw

no other way in which Christian parents could take care
of their responsibilities to their children. 176 For
Walther it was very important that the education of the
children be Christian.

In the Saxony of Luther's day,

the government could and did set up a school system in
which the children were educated not only in a Christian
context, including specific doctrinal instruction, but
also with orthodox Lutheran teachers.

By no means would

that have been at all possible in the United States in
Walther's day, any more than it would be possible in
twentieth century America.

Walther saw no other way in

which the church could take care of this matter than to
establish its own schools in which there could be orthodox religious education and in which all education could
be in a Christian context.

This was extremely important

for the future of the church in Walther's perspective.
The subsequent history of the Missouri Synod certainly
demonstrates the importance of its parochial schools.
175walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 19~-99.
176walther to Pastor E. w. Kahler, April 14, 1876,
Correspondence, CHI; see also Walther to Pastor H. Sauer,
December 4, 1874, Correspondence, CHI; Rechte Gestalt,

pp. 96-97.
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Women's Suffrage in the
Congregation
Walther taught that only men had the right to
vote in congregational meetings.

In a letter to Wilhelm

Sihler he parenthetically explained those members with the
right to vote as "men who are of age. 11177 In his formal
writings he explicitly indicated that women and youth
were excluded from voting.

The youth were excluded on

the basis of 1 Peter 5:5; the women, on the basis of
1 Cor. 14:34-35. 178 Neither in Die rechte Gestalt nor in
Pastoraltheologie did Walther provide any further explaruitions for women not voting.

In a 1969 report the

Commission on Theology and Church Relations of the
Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod considered it significant
that Walther had simple appealed to 1 Cor. 14:34-35 and
"does not stop to show how this passage proves his
point. 11179 This statement betrays a failure to under-

(
✓I

stand Walther's theological methodology.
that these two Bible verses were clear.

Walther believed
It was not his

custom to comment in his formal writings on Bible passages
or on quotations from theologians when he believed that
what he had quoted was clear.
17711 Milndigen Mannspersonen" (genitive case),Walther,
Briefe, 1:9 (to Wilhelm Sihler, January 2, 1845).
178
Walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 50; Pastorale,
p. 371.
179
Report of the Commission on Theology and Church
Relations: Woman Suffrage in the Church (St. Louis: The.
Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod, 1969), p. 3.
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But it is, nevertheless, clear why Walther
considered this passage about women keeping silent in the
church applicable to congregational meetings.

Walther

believed that the congregation was ecclesiastical and was
acting ecclesiastically even when it was assembled to
discuss adiaphora. 180 All the authority of the congregation to attend to these indifferent matters was based on
the power of the keys. 181 The church was still the
church even when it dealt with matters other than faith
and conscience.

Therefore 1 Cor. 14:34-35, on a very

literal, straightforward reading, simply did apply to
congregational meetings.

If women had to keep quiet,

they could not take part in these meetings in any way,
much less could they vote.
Walther himself did not explicitly connect l Cor.
14:34-35 with the ecclesiastical nature of congregational
meetings.

But this connection was implicit in his use of

that Bible passage to make a point about congregational
meetings.

He has been charged for not providing more of

an explanation on this matter.
passage was clear. 182

But for Walther this Bible

If it had needed comp 1ex

180walther, Rechte Gestalt, PP· 24-26.
181 rbid., p. 24.
182 walther, Western District, 1886, PP· 45-46.
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explanation or interpretation, it would not have been
clear, and Walther would not have used it as a proof
passage.
Temporal Welfare of Congregation
Members
Walther was very insistent on the duty of the
congregation to see to it that none of its members suffered from any lack in what was needed for this earthly
life. 183 He believed that he was following the example
184
of the first Christian congregation, that inJerusalem.
People in need were those who were weak, sick, old,
widowed, orphaned, or poor. 185 Walther recommended that
the congregation have a specific office (Almosenpfleger)
186
for someone to see that this duty was carried out.
The pastor also had a role in seeing that this duty was
performed. 187 Walther considered it shameful for a member
of a Christian congregation to have to turn to the
183
Walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 38-39, see F. Dean
Lueking, A Century of Caring: The Welfare Ministry Among
Missouri Synod Lutherans, 1868-1968 (St. Louis: The Board
of Social Ministry of the Lutheran Church--Missouri
·
Synod, 1968), p. 6.
184
walther, Von der Pflicht, p. 29.
185Walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 162-63, 167.
186
p. 47.

187

Ibid., p. 169; Walther, Western District, 1883,
Walther, Pastorale, pp. 296, 298, 300, 305.
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government or to any non-Christian organization for help
in these necessities. 188
Summary
For Walther the visible church was also very important on the local level.
and sacrament.

Believers were gathered around Word

God willed the existence of the local congre-

gations, as was seen by the divine institution of the ministry
and the sacraments, and in God's will for church discipline
and for Christians helping one another in spiritual and
earthly needs.

It was God's will that the Christian join the

local orthodox congregation, where he would be nourished by
the pure Word of God and the sacraments according to Christ's
ins ti tut ion.

The membership of the local congregation would

always be mixed, including some hypocrites.

But the ortho-

doxy of a congregation was known by the purity of the doctrine
that was preached there, not by any other kind of purity.
Walther taught that only the true believers were truly
members even of the visible church and the local congregation.

But those who were externally members in good

standing in the congregation were to be treated as true
members for the sake of charity, even though it could not
be known for certain whether or not any individual was a
true Christian.

Walther stressed the duties and

188walther, to "Geliebter Bruder in dem HErrn!"
July 6 1881, Correspondence, CHI; Walther, F. A.
Schmidt, G. Schaller, and A. Craemer (Concordia Seminary
faculty) to J. Trautmann, March 24, 1975, Gutachen, CHI.
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obligations of congregational membership as well as its
privileges.
Walther's views on authority in the congregation
were very controversial in his own day.

He and the

Missouri Synod opposed all domination by the clergy in
the church.

Lordship in the church belonged only to

Christ, who had given the keys, representing all spiritual offices and all churchly authority, to the church
itself.

The church then committed them to the pastor for

their public exercise.

When the pastor spoke God's Word,

he was to be believed and obeyed unconditionally.

The

laymen judged on the basis of the Bible whether or not
the pastor was speaking the Word of God.

When the sub-

ject was something not specified in the Bible (i. e.,
adiaphora), then it was up to the whole congregation to
decide.

Neither the pastor nor anyone else could demand

obedience.

These things were to be decided decently and

in good order according to love and mutual subjection.
Walther' s views

ai

church discipline and excom-

munication were also very important for his own day.

He

advocated patient and charitable but firm exercise of
church discipline according to the procedure specified by
Christ.

The purpose was always to win the brother back.

Even if it had to go as far as excommunication, repentance was still the goal.

Walther was very patient and

evangelical in the exercise of church discipline.

Over
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against the more hierarchical views, Walther insisted
that the imposing and the lifting of exconununications
could not be done by the pastor alone.

These were always

congregational matters.
Walther stressed the importance of the church's
school.

He opposed women's suffrage in the congregation,

believing that it had been forbidden by the Word of God.
He also placed great importance on Christians caring for
one another in their temporal needs.

This was part of

the purpose of the congregation.
This chapter has looked primarily at the congregation itself, but it has also touched on the doctrine
of the ministry where necessary.

In order to have a

fuller picture of the doctrine of the church in Walther's
writings, it will be necessary to spend some time on the
ministry itself.

This is done in the next chapter where

it is delineated in relationship to the priesthood of all
believers.

Then the final chapter will be devoted to

the relationshipsbetweencongregations and between church
bodies.

In other words, it will deal with church polity

and church fellowship.

CHAPTER V
PRIESTS AND PASTORS:

THE RELATIONSHIP

BETWEEN THE CONGREGATION AND
THE MINISTRY

The importance of the visible church in general
and of the local congregation for Walther was contained
in their administration of Word and sacrament to the
people.

But it cannot be overemphasized that for Walther

this was by no means the exclusive work of the clergy.
He placed tremendous stress on the conception of the
priesthood of all believers.

Therefore, to have a com-

plete picture of the church and of the congregation in
Walther's writings, it is necessary to explore the
priesthood of all believers and its relationship to the
pastoral ministry, which Walther by no means minimized.
In this chapter the priesthood of all believers is
analyzed in some detail.

Then the divine institution of

the public ministry is discussed, and Walther's views on
the call into the pastoral ministry are inve~tigated.
The authority of the congregation to judge and to depose
unfaithful pastors is kept in tension with Walther's frim
position that the pastor is not to be a servant of men in
a servile sense.

Finally, Walther's views on the various
244
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auxiliary offices which were customary in Lutheran
congregations in his day are discussed.
The Priesthood of All Believers
According to Walther, one of the big differences
between Old Testament believers and New Testament
believers was that not all believers in the Old Testament
had been priests but that in the New Testament church all
true believers were spiritual priests.

The special

priestly tribe (Priesterstamm) in the Old Testament was
itself a type of the whole Christian church. 1 The distinction between believers who were priests and those who
were not had been done away with when the curtain of the
temple was torn at Christ's death. 2 In the language of
1 Peter 2:9 Walther said in the introduction to a sermon
on the ministry:
When the time of the New Testament finally came,
God dissolved the Levitical priesthood, which was
only supposed to serve as a type, and declared all
believing Christians to be the true chosen generation, the true royal priesthood, the true holy
people, and the people of [God's] possession, who
should proclaim the virtues of Him who has called
them from darkness to His wonderful light. 3
1walther, western District, 1883, p. 53.
2walther, Epistel Pastille, p. 64.
3 "Als nun endlich die Zei t des Neuen Bundes kam, hob
Gott das levitische Priesterthum, welches nur zwn Vorbilde
hatte dienen sollen ganzlich auf und erklarte nun alle
glaubige Christen filr das wahre auserwahlte Geschlecht, filr
das wahre konig liche Pr iesterthwn, und filr das wahre
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It has been said that 1 Peter 2:9 was Walther's favorite
Bible passage. 4 This researcher has found no statement
to that effect in Walther's own writings, but Walther
certainly did frequently quote this verse.

It has also

often been reproduced, very possibly in Walther's own
handwriting, beneath a very popular photographic portrait
of the man. 5 It was one of the verses in which he
believed the doctrine of the spiritual priesthood of all
believers to be very clearly revealed.

It was the verse

from which the priestly name was applied to all
Christians. 6
According to Walther the church was very nobly
peopled, containing "nothing but free citizens of the
kingdom of heaven, household companions of God, prophets,
priests and kings. 117

Under Jesus Christ the High Priest,

heilige Volk und Volk des Eigenthums, das da verkilndigen
solle die Tugenden des, der sie berufen habe, von der
Finsterniss zu seinem wunderbaren Licht." Walther,
Brosamen, p. 60; see Hochstetter, Geschichte, p. 260,
where he paraphrased some of Walther's comments at the
Buffalo Colloquy in 1866.
4Gerhard Michael, "Walther--And the Ministry of
the Church," The Minnesota District of the Lutheran
Church--Missouri Synod, Convention, August 14-18, 1961
(St. Paul, Minnesota: n. p., 1961), p. 12; William
Dallmann, "Walther' s Respect for the Congregation, " in
Dallmann et al., Walther and the Church, p. 42.
5copies of this picture were available at
Concordia Historical Institute in 1977.
6

Walther, Brosamen, pp. 457-58, 595.

711 Lauter freie BUrger des Himmelreichs,

Hausgenossen Gottes, Propheten, Priester und K6nige,"
ibid. , p. 520.
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all Christians were priests, and the church was the
temple. 8 All Christians and only Christians were
9
priests.
It was through baptismal regeneration that a
person became a spiritual priest, and he remained such
through continuance in baptismal grace.

This had also

clearly been Luther's doctrine on the priesthood of all
believers. 10 In an 1850 sermon, during the controversy
with Grabau, who had rejected lay participation in church
affairs, Walther commented again on 1 Peter 2:8-9:
From this we see: as soon as a person becomes a
Christian and receives the Holy Spirit through holy
baptism, he is also thereby annointed to be a spiritual priest. And as long as he keeps the baptismal
grace, or if he, after losing it through unbelief,
regains it through true repentance, he is and remains
adorned with the holy privileges of a priest of God.
Therefore a Christian needs no middle man when he
wants to deal with God. Day and night he has free
access to God and to His throne of grace and draws
for himself from the fullness of Christ grace for
grace.11
8walther, Epistel Pastille, p. 64.
9walther, "Das Gemeindewahlrecht," Der Lutheraner
17 (January 8, 1861) :82; see Brosamen, p. 468.
10see Hagglund, History of Theology, p. 246.
1111 Hieraus sehen wir: sobald ein Mensch durch die
heilige Taufe ein Christ wird und durch dieselbe den
Heiligen Geist empfangt, so wird er damit auch zu einem
geistlichen Priester gesalbt, und solange ein Mensch die
Taufgnade bewahrt oder wenn er, nachdem er sie durch
Unglauben verloren hatte, sie durch wahre Busse wiedererlangen hat, so ist und bleibt er mit den heiligen
Vorrechten eines Priesters Gottes geschmilckt. Ein Christ
bedarf daher keiner Mittelsperson, wenn er mit Gott
handeln will; er hat Tag und Nacht einen freien Zugang zu
Gott und seinem Gnadenstuhl und halt sich selbst aus
Christi Fillle Gnade um Gnade." Walther, Epistel
Pastille, p. 64.
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Being in this position of dealing directly, even
intimately, with God in one's own behalf and in behalf of
others was perhaps, for Walther, the most important aspect
of the spiritual priesthood of all believers. 12 In an
1842 sermon, while the memory of Stephan's domination was
still fresh in the minds of the congregation members,
Walther listed the other rights of the priesthood together
with their collective importance for the church:
(

,J/

Now if Christian congregations do not want to
fall again under a human yoke, an ungodly human
guardianship, then they must hold firmly to the
precious right of the spiritual priesthood, which all
Christians have, that is the right themselves to
sacrifice, themselves to pray, themselves to search
the Scriptures, themselves to examine and judge all
doctrine, themselves to teach, warn, admonish and
comfort one another. Where this right and this duty
is not recognized or not practiced, there the Word
of God cannot long remain, there is no blessing,
there is no zeal. There everything eventually turns
to sleep, sluggishness, indifference. There one
wants only to be led and borne, not himself to lead
and bear, only to be directed, not himself to make
judgments. In the end the despisal and rejection of
the truth must necessarily follow.13
12

Ibid., pp. 65-66; [C. F. W. Walther] "Das
Gemeindewahlrecht," Der Lutheraner 17 (January 8, 1861):
81.

1311
wollen nun jetzt christliche Gemeinden nicht
wieder in ein Menschenjoch, in eine ung6ttliche Menschenvormundschaft gerathen, so mUssen sie festhalten an dem
theuren Rechte des geistlichen Priesterthums, das alle
Christen haben; das 1st das Recht, selbst zu opfern,
selbst zu beten, selbst in der Schrift zu forschen, selbst
alle Lehre zu prilfen und zu beurtheilen, selbst unter
sich einander zu lehren, zu ermahnen, zu strafen, zu
tr6sten.
Wo dieses Recht und diese Pflicht nicht erkannt
oder nicht geilbt wird, da kann das Wort Gottes nicht
lange bleiben, da ist kein Segen, da 1st kein Eifer, da
f!llt endlich Alles in Schlaf, in Tr!gheit, in
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Walther could speak of the rights of this
priesthood, but he spoke just as often, or more often, of
its duties.

He could call it "this highest honor, which
a creature can attain. 1114 But in the same sermon he also
said, "As great, however, as the honor and advantage of
being a priest of God is, so great are also the duties
which a priest of God has." 15 Walther focused not on the
Christian's honor but on the honor of God and service to
him. , The priesthood was not an honor

to be enjoyed as

much as it was a position with great potential for service
to God and man.

In a sermon at a synodical convention,

Walther addressed both the preachers and the laymen
present as "my dear co-workers in the kingdom of God,
preachers and listerners." 16 While Walther could speak
of the whole Christian life in terms of the spiritual
priesthood, 17 this paper must concentrate on some specific
aspects of it in addition to those already mentioned.
Gleichgill tigkei t, da will man nur gefilhrt und getragen sein,
nicht selbst filhren und tragen, nur geleitet sein, nicht
selbst urtheilen, darauf denn zuletzt Verachutung und
Verwerfung der Wahrheit nothwendig folgen muss."
Walther, Gnadenjahr, p. 435.
1411 oiese hochste Ehre, welche eine Kreatur erlangen
kann," Walther, Epistel Pastille, p. 66; seep. 105.
1511 s0 gross aber die Ehre und der Vorzug 1st, ein
Priester Gottes zu sein, so gross sind auch die
Pflichten, welche ein Priester Gottes hat." Walther,
Epistel Pastille, p. 66.
1611 Meine theuren Mitarbeiter am Reiche Gottes,
Prediger und Zuhorer," Walther, Brosamen, p. 434.
17 E.g. Walther, Epistel Pastille, p. 65.
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Walther taught that the spiritual priesthood
would function in emergencies to perform ministerial acts
in the absence of a pastor.

A baptism or absolution per-

formed by a lay person in such an emergency (Noth) would
be proper and valid, with the full divine power as if
done by Christ Himself.

If a Christian found himself in

a land in which there were no other Christians, he would
begin to preach the Gospel.

A church could come into

being through that preaching which would have all the
rights of all other churches and could call its own
preachers. 18 These comments were made by Walther in an
1842 sermon.

Grabau's Hirtenbrief had in part been

directed against this very kind of emergency lay initiative on the part of the Wisconsin congregation to which
the Hirtenbrief was primarily addressed.

The Saxon

pastors had also received a copy of this letter, and it
is very possible that it formed part of the background
for Walther's thinking in this sermon.

He was stead-

fastly opposed to Grabau's restrictions on the priesthood
of all believers.

In this same sermon Walther discussed

the principle of emergency help in terms of the Good
Samaritan:
My dear ones, if we meet a person lying helpless in
physical misery, wounded and beaten, we consider it
our duty to get to work and not first to wait for the
regular physicians. We bind up his wounds and take
18
walther, Gnadenjahr, pp. 442-43.
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him to a place where he can be cared for. We consider
ourselves called to this task through the call of
Christian love. So if a Christian finds a person
wounded in his soul, and if he can do something to
help, then he should also not think, "What does that
concern me? The spiritual physician, the preacher,
can come and help him." No, o Christian, here you
have the call of love, which you have also received.
Yes, even if the priest and Levite pass the needy
person by, you should prove yourself, as a merciful
Samaritan, all the more zealous.19
Walther wrote in his book on pastoral theology
that the pastor was to see to it that an emergency
baptism by a laymen did not become necessary through a
fault of the pastor. 20 He considered it wrong for a
layman to baptise except in an emergency, but that consideration had nothing to do with the validity of the
.
21
b ap t ism.

Walther taught that the Lord's Supper was not

to be administered privately or publicly by one who was
1911 Treffen wir, meine Lieben, einen Menschen in

leiblichem Elende hillflos liegen, verwundet und geschlagen,
so halten wires filr unsere Pflicht, Hand anzulegen und
nicht erst au£ den ordentlichen Arzt zu warten; wir
verbinden seine Wunden und schaffen ihn an einen Ort, wo
er verpflegt werden kann; wir halten uns dazu £Ur berufen
durch den Beruf der christlichen Liebe. Findet daher ein
Christ einen Menschen verwundet an seiner Seele under
kann ihm in etwas helfen, da sell er auch nicht denken:
was geht das mich an? der geistliche Arzt, der Prediger,
mag kommen und ihm helfen; nein, o Christ, hier hast du
den Beruf der Liebe, der auch an dich ergangen 1st; ja,
geht auch der Priester und Levitan dem Elenden vorilber,
so sollst du dich als ein barmherziger Samariter desto
eifriger beweisen." Walther, Gnadenjahr, p. 440.
20walther, Pastorale, p. 141.
21 walther to "Geliebter Bruder in dem HErrn!"

January 28, 1885, Gutachten CHI.
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not in the public ministry.

It would have been valid,

but it would have been outside the order ordained by God.
But in an emergency, the layman was simply to go ahead.
There was no concern about the validity of the sacrament
in such cases. 22 In both cases validity was not at all
in question.

Walther's concern was for the maintenance

of good order in the church.

He definitely believed that

the office of the ministry had been ordained by God to
perform these functions except in emergencies.

Walther

expressed this distinction clearly:
Granted, except for a case of necessity, no layman
should take over the official acts of a called pastor,
but not because a layman as such is not capable
and his official acts would be invalid and powerless,
but only for this reason that he not confuse the
church by disturbing the order which God has made in
His church.23
Walther did not go into great depth about what
might or might not constitute an emergency.

Geographical

isolation from other orthodox Christians alone did not
constitute such an emergency or need situation.

Walther

wanted travelling laymen to be limited to what would
normally pertain to them as spiritual priests and not to
22 walther, Pastorale, pp. 175-80~ Kirche und Amt,
pp. 328-34, 340.
23
•zwar soll kein Laie ausser dem Notfall die
Amtshandlungen eines berufenen Predigers ttbernehmen, aber
nicht darum, weil ein Laie als solcher nicht dazu fahig
und seine Amtshandlungen ungUltig und kraftlos waren,
sondern allein deswegen, damit er die von Gott in seiner
Kirche gemachte 0rdnung zur Verwirrung der Kirche nicht
st6re." Walther, Epistel Pastille, p. 65.
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function as pastors. 24

Walther concurred in an 1883

Concordia Seminary faculty opinion which advised a German
family not to celebrate the Lord's Supper at home but to
attend a congregation of the Saxon Free Church if possible.

Otherwise it would be better to have one of that

church's pastors visit the family than to celebrate the
sacrament privately.

If a family member were near death,
however, he could certainly be communed by a layman. 25
Walther was well aware of Article XIV of the
Augsburg Confession, which said that no one -was to preach
or teach publicly or administer the sacraments without
26
being regularly (ordentlich, rite) called.
Walther was
very strict on this point as far as public preaching was
concerned.

Seminary students who did some preaching were

an exception because their preaching was not despising
the call but preparing for it and because their work was
. i
27
d one und er supervis on.

But Walther also taught that

24 walther to Eikmeier, 1884 or later, Correspondence, CHI. No more specific information about this letter
is given in this collection of correspondence. The
letter is placed in the collection as the first letter
for 1884.
25 walther, G. Schaller, M. Guenther, R. Lange to
"EhrwUrdiger Herr, Geliebter Bruder in Christo!" April 7,
1883, Gutachten, CHI.
26 cited in Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 174; Rechte
Gestalt, p. 101; Pastorale, p. 23. For more information
on the call see below, pp. 277-80.
27 walther, Briefe, 1:116-17 (to~- A. Ottesen,
December 29, 1858).
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the Great Commission applied to laymen.

28

The spiritual

priest was to be a teacher of the Gospel in his own
circle (in seinem Kreise).

God, said Walther, had not

founded a silent church:
But God has also not founded a dumb church,
which was condemned to let only certain persons of
status preach God's Word but was itself to be silent
about it. No, it should itself not only have the
Word. It should also itself preach it.29
The ministry had not been instituted to take every function away from the priesthood. 30 In other words, Walther
did not see the work of the church as something that was
to be done exclusively by the clergy while the laity did
little or nothing more than pay the pastor's salary.
Many things were ordinarily to be done only by called
pastors.

But there was also overlap between the work of

the pastor and the activity of the laity.

The borderline

seems to have been between public and private work.
every Christian was to preach publicly.

Not

It was God's

order (Ordnung) that one preach publicly and others help
and support that work. 31 The laymen had a definite role
in the communication of the Word of God in many different
28

Walther, Brosamen, p. 51.

29 "Gott hat aber auch keine stumme Kirche gestiftet,
die verurtheilt wire, nur gewisse Standespersonen Gottes
Wort predigen zu lassen, selbst aber davon zu schweigen.
Nein, sie sell das Wort nicht nur selbst haben, sie sell
es auch selbst predigen." [C. F. w. Walther] "Das
Gemeindewahlrecht," Der Lutheraner 17 (June 11, 1861):
169. The emphasis was Walther's.
30
walther, Gnadenjahr, pp. 441-42.
31

Ibid., p. 439.
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contexts, some of which will be discussed in the
following paragraphs.
Walther put definite limits on public prayer by
laymen.

This was part of the pastor's office.

If a

pastor could not attend a meeting, then a layman was to
read a prayer the pastor had prepared.

If that was not

possible, then a layman could be chosen to say a prayer. 32
While Walther discussed this point in several different
contexts, he did not go into great detail.

In making

this a principle he may have been more restrictive than
was necessary.
These public limitations were not intended to
silence the laity.

Walther insisted that the lay persons

had a definite role in the work of the church.

This will

be discussed below under several different categories.
For Walther, it encompassed the whole life of the
Christian and included everything short of public proclamation of the Word and public administration of the
sacraments. 33 In the first place, what a Christian did
simply as part of his earthly vocation was an offering to
32 walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 66; Pastorale, p.
375; Walther to Congregations in Milwaukee, Greenville,
Freystadt, and Kirchhain, Wisconsin, 1850, Correspondence,
CHI.
33 For a treatment of the history of lay roles in
the Missouri Synod since 1900, but also relating to the
nineteenth century, see Alan Graebner, Uncertain Saints:
The Laity in the Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod 19001970, Contributions to American History (Westport,
Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1975).
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God by a spiritual priest. 34

Furthermore, membership in

the true visible church was in itself a kind of preaching.
Walther told the 1870 Western District convention, in his
essay on altar fellowship:
For it is God's will that all men should be saved
through the Gospel. Christians should preach it to
and confess it before the world, not as if they
should or must all be public servants of the church,
but in such a way and so that they hold to the true
visible church, hear the pure Gospel in it, and with
it confess the same and defend it against contradiction. In this way the church is salutary leaven in
the world.35
Converting lost souls was also not the preacher's job
alone.

Walther told his congregation in an 1842 sermon:

No one should say, "But I am no pastor, no teacher,
no preacher. Let him teach, admonish, comfort, convert and bring to Christ. But I will stay in my
vocation." No, my Christian. You have been baptized
and through holy baptism you have already been called
and annointed a priest of God. Through holy baptism
every Christian is consecrated, ordained and installed
in the office of teaching, admonishing, comforting
and rebuking his neighbor. Through holy baptism
every Christian has received not only the power, the
full authority, and the right, but also the obligation, under penalty of losing divine grace, himself
34

Walther, Brosamen, p. 378.

3511

Denn es ist Gottes Wille, dass alle Menschen
durch das Evangelium selig werden sollen. Die Christen
aber sollen es der Welt predigen und vor ihr bekennen,
nicht als sollten oder mussten sie alle offentliche
Diener der Kirche sein, sondern sound damit, dass sie
sich zu der wahren sichtbaren Kirche halten, in ihr das
Evangleium. horen, mit 1hr dasselbe bekennen und gegen
den Widerspruch vertheidigen. Au£ diese Weise 1st die
Kirche ein heilsamer Sauerteig in der Welt." Walther,
"Thesen Uber Abendamahlsgemeinschaft, 11 p. 34.
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to watch, care, and help that others may also be
enlightened and brought to Christ, the Bishop of
their souls.36
Walther explained at the Buffalo Colloquy·in 1866 that
Christians were called to this work only in a general
sense, not in the same sense in which a pastor is
called. 37
Each Christian had the right and the duty to
proclaim the Christian message to the world. 38 But
according to Walther it was not an unlimited duty, as if
the individual Christian were personally responsible for
the conversion of the whole world.

The Christian

remained in his earthly calling or vocation and acted as
a missionary in his own sphere (Kreis), among the people
36 "Niemand sell sagen: Bin ich doch kein Pfarrer,
kein Lehrer, kein Prediger; dieser mag lehren, ermahnen,
trosten, bekehren und zu Christo fUhren; ich aber will
in meinem Berufe bleiben. Nein, mein Christ, du bist
getauft, und durch die heilige Taufe bist du zu einem
Priester Gottes schon gesalbt und berufen worden. Durch
die heilge Taufe wird ein jeder Christ geweiht, ordinirt
und eingesetzt in das Amt zu lehren, zu ermahnen, zu
trosten und zu strafen seines N~chsten; durch die heilige
Taufe hat ein jeder Christ nicht nur die Gewalt, die
Vollmacht und das Recht, sondern auch die hohe heilige
Verpflichtung erhalten, bei Verlust der gottlichen Gnade
mit zu wachen und zu sorgen und zu helfen, dass auch
Andere erleuchtet und zu Christo, dem Bischof ihrer
Seelen, gebracht werden." Walther, Gnadenjahr, p. 438;
see Brosamen, p. 52.
37 Hochstetter, Geschichte, p. 262; see Walther,
Kirche und Amt, p. 355.
38 walther, Gnadenjahr, p. 352.
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with whom he came in contact. 39

Walther said on the

basis of 1 Peter 2:9 and James 5:20:
From this we see that every believing Christian
should properly be a missionary, that is, every one
of them has the duty to do everything that he can in
his calling and station to bring to others, too, the
precious gems of the saving knowledge which he has
already found.40
Walther did not envision the Christian becoming an
evangelist one night a week or engaging in full time mission work for a few years out of his life.

For Walther

this work was to be part of the daily life of the
Christian.

With his friends, with any non-Christians

with whom he came in contact, and in any company in which
he found himself, the Christian was to be a spiritual
priest.

/

He was to speak against sin and error and to try

to bring to Christ those who were not yet His.

He was to

// comfort the sorrowing, to stip up lax Christians, and to
share Christian literature with non-Christians. 41 If the
'-Christian did not fulfill this duty, he was to repent.
Those to whom Christians had failed to speak the law and
the Gospel would have stern words for Christians on
39 1bid., pp. 439-40.
40
"Hieraus sehen wir: ein Missionar sell
eigentlich ein jeder glaubige Christ sein, d. h. ein
Jeder hat die Pflicht, alles zu thun, was er in seinem
Beruf und Stand vermag, auch Anderen das Kleinod der
seligmachenden Erkenntniss zu bringen, welches er schon
gefunden hat." Walther, Brosamen, p. 51~ see Epistel
Pastille, pp. 67-68.
41walther, Evangelien Pastille, p. 55.
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Judgment Day.

But it would be a joy to hear words of

gratitude from those to whom they had spoken the Word of
42
God.
In addition to this individual mission work,
Walther also believed that Christians were to keep themselves well informed on the church's mission work around
the world.

They were to make financial contributions to

this work, and, much more importantly, the individual
Christian was to pray for the success of Christian mission work. 43
While remaining in his earthly station and position, the Christian was also to work for the goals of the
church and the Word in the local congregation.

Walther

emphasized very strongly the mutual admonition and edification of Christians as an important part of their
spiritual priesthood. 44 So the individual was, in effect,
also participating in the care of souls on the private
level.

The pastor did it both publicly and privately.

The layman did it privately as he had opportunity and
perceived the need.

But Walther shared the traditional

Lutheran aversion to conventicles, which Walther defined
as "doctrine or prayer assemblies led by uncalled persons
42 walther, Gnadenjahr, pp. 443-45.
43 walther, Epistel Pastille, pp. 55, 57. For
Walther's views on missions see Brosamen, pp. 38-59, 28192; Epistel Pastille, pp. 53-63; Licht des Lebens, pp.
100-108.

44 walther, Gnadenjahr, pp. 439-40; Ansprachen,
p. 203.
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outside of the. public office of the ministry ordained by
God." 45 The aversion to such meetings in Lutheranism
went back to Luther himself, who sharply criticized the
secret meetings of the Anabaptists.

But the immediate

background for Walther's statements was Pietism.

This

movement, dating from the last quarter of the seventeenth
century, had fostered private gatherings of especially
devout Christians apart from the general meetings of the
congregation, which included many persons whom the
smaller group considered not very pious.

The traditional

Lutheran critique of this practice, which had become
fairly widespread in the Lutheran Church, was that it
involved a judgment on other Christians and a separation
from them.

It was, in effect, schismatic.

Walther

wanted this practice to be avoided because of its schismatic tendency. 46

Martin Stephan had, of course, also

conducted conventicles or at least private meetings with
members of his congregation and others in Germany, and
these meetings aroused governmental opposition.

But this

opposition was politically motivated, for the governments
in the various principalities of Germany and in other
parts of Europe were, in the first half of the nineteenth
45

"Von Unberufenen geleitete Lehr= und
Betversammlungen ausserhalb des von Gott geordneten
6ffentlichen Predigtamts," Walther, Rechte Gestalt,
p. 101.
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century, were much afraid of revolution.

Their

suspicions were in part well founded, for revolutions did
break out in many parts of Germany and elsewhere in
Europe in the year 1848.

But Stephan's conventicles

were probably not political in nature, nor did this same
fear of such meetings exist in America.

There was also

nothing political in Walther's attitude towards them.
The first and foremost missionary duty of the
Christian, according to Walther, was to the members of
his own family.

In an 1878 Epiphany sermon on missions

Walther said that it was primarily the members of one's
own household whom a believer would attempt to bring to
Christ if they were unbelievers. 47 This was a very
special duty of parents with respectto their children.
Walther stressed the holy responsibility of parents to
bring their children to Christ and to keep them close to
Him.

Walther called the parents the divinely appointed
Seelsorger at home. 48 ~~e~~ban~ and fath~r also had a
special respons ~ ility ~

--------

-~s__~inst both his wife and his

children to bring them to Christ and to keep them close
to Him by mean of daily home worship and by, in effect,
47 walther, Epistel Postille, p. 55.
48 walther, Gnadenjahr, pp. 440-41.

as a word for "pastor,

11

Seelsorger,
stressed the cure of souls.
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watching over their souls as their bishop.
~

He was to be

a spiritual priest at home. 49
Walther also included women in the spiritual
priesthood.

He knew that it was contrary to the clearly

revealed will of God for a woman to teach or preach
publicly.

He had occasion to discuss this point at the

1886 convention of the Western District where it came up

as part of the obedience which a women owed to her husband according to Genesis 3:16; Romans 7:2; Ephesians
5:22-24; and I Peter 3:1, 6.

There were certain groups

in America that were already permitting women to preach
in Walther's day.

In the middle of this context about

the proper relationship between husbands and wives
Walther therefore took up I Timothy 2:12-14 and commented:
Now is that not horrible? The apostle says as clear
and bright as day that a woman should not be permitted
to teach, and our Methodists, Baptists, etc., who
want to be so pious, given the women this freedom
anyway! They appeal to the idea that we live in a
different period of time, as if matters of right and
wrong were dependent on the period in time. All
sects, in distinction to the Lutheran Church, fail
to hold firmly to the written Word. Only the
Lutheran Church is so simple that it subjects itself
unconditionally to the Word of the Apostles and
Prophets.SO
49

Ibid., pp. 441, 443.

so "Ist

es nun nicht schrecklich? Der Apostel sagt
sonnenhell und klar, einem Weibe sell es nicht gestattet
sein zu lehren, und unsere fronun sein wollenden Methodisten, Baptisten u. geben den Weibern doch diese
Freiheit! Sie berufen sich darauf, dass wir jetzt in
einer andern Zeit leben, als ob es auf die Zeit ankame,
wenn es sich darum handelt, was recht oder unrecht 1st.
Es fehlt eben allen Secten im Unterschied zur lutherischen Kirche, dass sie nicht am geschriebenen Worte
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But Walther by no means understood this as depriving
Christian women of the spiritual priesthood.

That priest-

hood was for all, young and old, male and female.

The

women were commanded to be silent in the public worship
services so that they would remember that they were
subject to their husbands.

The women did, of course, add

their voices to the congregational singing, for instance.
But a woman was not to address the congregation, one
individual speaking to the whole group.
she was to be silent.

In that sense

There were, however, many Biblical

examples of women teaching privately and with the blessing
of God, including Priscilla, Philip's daughters, Phoebe,
Tryphena, Tryphosa, Euodia, and Syntyche. 51

Walther took

it as a matter of course that all their teaching activities were private.

In a sermon at the funeral of a

Christian wife Walther preached on the theme "The Royal
Priesthood of a Believing Christian Woman. 1152

He showed

on the basis of the text, Rev. 1:5-6, that the spiritual
priesthood was always to be exercised within the
Christian's earthly vocation.

This applied also to the

festhalten. Die lutherische Kirche allein 1st so
einfaltig, dass sie sich dem wort der Apostel und
Propheten unbedingt unterwirft." Walther, Western
District, 1886, p. 46. The whole context is pp. 45-50.
51walther, Gnadenjahr, p. 441.
5211 Das k6nigliche Priesterthum einer glaubigen
Christin." Walther, Brosamen, pp. 375-80.
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priestly activities of a spiritual priestess.
still be subject to her husband.

She would •

If he were not a

Christian, she would seek to win him by her Christian
behavior, not by teaching him.

She would be subject to

God and not teach or pray publicly, but at home she would
teach her children to fear the Lord.

Walther also pointed

to the private prayer and devotional life of the Christian
woman as God-pleasing.

There were many other ways in

which she could give aid and comfort to other Christians.

53

Walther insisted that it did not follow from the

✓ (priesthood of all believers that all

believers had the

office of the public ministry. Some were serving in that
54
office and some were not.
A preacher was something
that other Christians were not, but only by reason of
being in the office of the ministry. 55

Walther noted

that even in the Old Testament priesthood not all the
sons of Aaron has always exercised the public function of
56
priestly work.
In the first thesis of the section
on the ministry in Kirche und Amt Walther stated, "The

Der

, 1873,
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holy office of the preaching or pastoral ministry is an
office distinct from the priestly office which all
1157
believers have.
Walther saw this distinction clearly
indicated in 1 Cor. 12:29; Rom. 10:15; and James J:1. 58
In a sermon on Eph. 4:11-14 Walther said:
From this we indeed see that, according to the Word
of God, Christ has certainly instituted in His church
an office which not all Christians should hold. For
the apostle writes explicitly that Christ has not
only not made all, but only "some," to be apostles,
prophets and evangelists, that is, apostles' assistants, but has also not made all, but only "some" to
be pastors and teachers, that is, mediately called
preachers of local congregations.59
The difference between the priesthood of all
believers and the office of the ministry was not a difference of kind.

The pastors were not priests of a

different kind than the laymen but were simply those
priests who were in public service. 60 The church possessed the rights and authority for these functions, but the
5711 oas heilige Preidgtamt oder Pfarramt 1st ein
von dem Priesteramt, welches alle Glaubigen haben,
verschiedenes Amt." Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 174.
58 1bid.
5911 Hieraus sehen wir nun zwar, dass nach Gottes
Wort Christus allerdings in seiner Kirche ein Amt
eingesetzt hat, welches nicht alle Christen verwalten
sollen; denn der Apostel schreibt ja ausdrucklich,
Christus habe nicht nur nicht alle, sondern nur "etliche"
zu Aposteln, Propheten und Evangelisten, das 1st, zu
Apostelgehilfen, sondern auch nicht alle, sondern nur
"etliche" zu Hirten und Lehrern, das 1st zu mittelbar
berufenen Predigern bestimmter Ortsgemeinden eingesetzt."
Walther, Brosamen, p. 421. The emphasis was Walther's.
60walther, Western District, 1883, p. 52.
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office of performing them publicly was camnitted to and
restricted to pastors.

Walther wrote:

The difference consists only in this that the pastor
does this all publicly and for the whole congregation
while the ordinary Christian does in privately, as
his vocation and life situation give him opportunity.
The office itself which the pastor and every true
Christian has is therefore totally the same. Only
the method and manner of its exercise, only its
use is different.61
Walther more normally spoke of the priesthood and the
ministry as different or distinct offices. 62 But no
matter what terminology he used, Walther consistently
taught that the difference was one of function in the use
of that which Christ had won for and given to the whole
church.

In the body of Christ there was diversity of

gifts and therefore diversity of service.

The ministry

/ was not a higher class (Stand) of Christians but a
/I
greater service (Dienst) among them. 63
6111 Der Unterschied besteht nur darin, dass der
Pastor dies alles 6ffentlich und der ganzen Gemeinde
gegenUber, der gemeine Christ aber es privatim, wie es
sein Beruf und Lebensverhaltniss mit sich bringt, zu thun
hat. Das Amt selbst, welches der Pfarrer und welches
jeder wahre Christ hat, ist also ganz dasselbe, nur die
Art und Weise der Ubung, nur der Gebrauch desselben 1st
verschieden. 11 [C. F. W. Walther] "Das Gemeindewahlrecht,"
Der Lutheraner 17 (June 11, 1861):170. The emphasis was
Walther's. See Brosamen, p. 464.
62 walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 174.
63 walther, Brosamen, pp. 63-64.
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The Divine Institution of
the Ministry
Walther taught that the ministry had been
instituted by God and was not simply a good human idea
about how to provide service for Christians.

According

to the Baier-Walther Compendium, God was the principle
efficient cause of the ministry. 64 Walther said in an
1848 sermon on the ministry:
The office of the ministry is not simply a
beneficial human ordinance. It is not an institution
perhaps like that of the teacher in the schools or
of the master workman in the workshops, which someone
hit upon because he perceived how necessary and useful
it would be for people to be instructed also in
religion. No, the office of the ministry has a
higher origin. This office is a holy, divine office.
For God Almighty Himself has instituted it and chosen
it as the normal means through which He desires to
lead people to salvation.65
The ministry was therefore not optional.

If it had been

instituted by men, it could have been abolished by men.
But it was God's ordinance and was therefore binding for
64 Baier-Walther, Compendium, 3:687; see Walther,
Kirche und Amt, pp. 360-61.
6511 oas Predigtamt ist nicht eine blosse heilsame
rnenschliche 0rdnung, es ist nicht eine Einrichtung, wie
etwa die der Lehrer in den Schulen und der Lehrmeister in
den Werkstatten, die man darum getroffen hatte, weil man
einsah, wie notig und niltzlich es sei, dass die Menschen
auch in der Religion unterrichtet wilrden. Nein, das
Predigtamt hat einen hoheren Ursprung; dieses Amt ist ein
heiliges, gottliches Amt. Gott namlich, der Allerh6chste,
selbst hat es gestiftet und zu dem ordentlichen Mittel
erkoren, durch welches er die Menschen zur Seligkeit
filhren will." Walther, Epistel Pastille, p. 360; see
Brosamen, p. 172; Kirche und Amt, pp. 193-94; P[ieper],
11 Dr. c. F. w. Walther als Theologe," 35 (July-August
1889) :221.
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the church until the end of the world.

Walther wrote,

"The office of the ministry is not a voluntary office but
is such that the church is commanded to establish it and
is normally bound to it to the end of days. 1166 Because
it was God's institution, it was also His will that every
Christian make use of the public ministry according to
1 Cor. 16:15-16; 1 Thess. 5:12-13; and the Third Commandment.~7
/
✓

For a person to go outside of the regular

called ministry or to arr·ogate such a postion to himself
was nothing less than rebellion (Aufruhr) in the kingdom
of Christ. 68
Walther recognized that God did not need men to
bring other men to salvation.
without any human workers.

God could have done it all

God did not need preachers.

But it was His will to use these human instruments, and
it was not for men to question but simply to obey His
ordinance. 69
6611 oas Predigtamt ist kein willkilrliches Amt,
sondern ein solches Amt, dessen Aufrichtung der Kirche
geboten und an das die Kirche bis an das Ende der Tage
ordentlicherweise gebunden ist." Walther, Kirche und
Amt, p. 211; see Rechte Gestalt, p. 67.
67 Walther to J. A. Ottesen, January 25, 1862,
Correspondence, CHI .
68walther, Brosamen, p. 421.
69 Ibid., pp. 52, 388-89; 441-43; Rechte Unterscheidung, pp. 33-34; Walther to H. Fick, December 27,
1872, Correspondence, CHI.
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Walther could trace the divine institution of the
ministry back to the Garden of Eden, but it was more
normal for him to speak of it as a New Testament office.
In one place he said that God Himself was the first one
to hold the office, for He had preached the Gospel to ·
Adam and Eve. 70 Its origin could be traced back to Gen.
4:1. 71 Elsewhere Walther spoke of Adam as the first
teacher. 72

He could also date the institution of the
ministry at Pentecost. 73 But it was more common for
Walther to see the New Testament ministry originating
with Jesus Himself.

Walther explained to the seminary

students that Jesus had been in the preaching ministry
during the time when he walked on earth. 74 The pastor
therefore had been given functions which Jesus no longer
performed in His physical presence.

Walther said:

But after the Son of God, while He still walked in
the flesh, had not only held the office of the ministry Himself for three years but had also immediately
chosen those who were publicly to conduct the same,
He then, before He ascended to heaven, gave His
believing congregation the keys of the kingdom of
heaven and, with them, the authority and the command
in His stead to choose, call and appoint those among
the Christians who should now publicly hold the holy
70walther, Brosamen, pp. 59-60.
71 Ibid., p. 266.
72 [c. F. W.] W[alther], "Predigt zur Er6ffnung
unserer Synode westlichen Districts. Auf Beschluss
derselben mitgetheilt," Der Lutheraner 32 (July 1, 1876):
97.
73 walther, Brosamen, pp. 349-50 .

.

74 walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 390.
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office of the ministry among them.--so this holy
office, instituted by God, endures through God's
protective power, who never permits that to be overthrown and to perish which He Himself has founded,
in spite of all the attacks of hell and the world
against it, to this present day.75
The doctrine that the ministry was instituted by God
was used for comfort by Walther.

It comforted pastors

because they knew that their business was God's business
and that they could therefore expect His help.

It was

a comfort for the hearers because they knew that when
these ministers spoke the Word of God to them it was as
if God Himself were speaking to them.

They were assured

of the truth and validity of what a called minister did
and said in accord with the Word of God. 76
The Call from God through the
Congregation
Walther taught that God had instituted the office
of the ministry but had not given it directly to the
75 Nachdem aber der Sohn Gottes, als er noch im
Fleische wandelte, das Predigtamt nicht nur selbst drei
Jahre verwaltet, sondern auch diejenigen, welche dasselbe
6ffentlich filhren sollten, selbst unmittelbar gewahlt
hatte, hat er sodann, ehe er gen Himmel fuhr, seiner
gl!ubigen Gemeinde die SchlUssel des Himmelreichs und mit
denselben die Macht hinterlassen und den Befehl gegeben,
diejenigen unter den Christen an seiner Statt auszuwahlen,
zu berufen und zu bestellen, welche nun auch unter ihnen
das heilige Predigtamt Bffentlich verwalten sollen.--so
besteht denn dieses heilige, van Gott gestiftete Amt
durch Gottes schUtzende Macht, der, was er selbst stiftet,
auch nimmer umstossen und untergehen lasst, trotz aller
Anlaufe der Welt und H6lle dagegen, bis auf den heutigen
Tag." Walther, Brosamen, pp. 60-61. On the preservation
of the ministry by God see Epistel Pastille, p. 361. On
the keys having been given to the whole church see above,
pp. 203-210.

76

walther, Epistel Pastille, p. 361.
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individual ministers but rather to the church itself.
Walther wrote:
It is this true church of the believers and
saints to which Christ has given the keys of the
kingdom of heaven, and it is therefore the proper and
only possessor and bearer of the spiritual, divine
and heavenly goods, rights, powers, offices, etc.,
which Christ has won and which there are in His
church.77
With the keys, God had given the church the power and the
command to commit those keys to certain individuals for
their public administration. 78 Although only these
individuals functioned publicly in this capacity, the
power, in earthly terms, remained grounded in the
church. 79 The keys belonged to the church but were committed by the church to the pastor who therefore was the
one who held them in his hand. 80
7711 Diese wahre Kirche der Glaubigen und Heiligen
ist es, welcher Christus die Schlilssel des Himmelreichs
gegeben hat, und sie ist daher die eigentliche und
alleinige Inhaberin und Tragerin der geistlichen, g6ttlichen und himmlischen Gilter, Rechte, Gewalten, Xmter u.,
welche Christus erworben hat, und die es in seiner Kirche
giebt." Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 29; see pp. 31-33.
78 cc. F. W. Walther] "Beweis aus der heil. Schrift
und den symbolischen Bilchern, dass das Predigtamt die
Ausilbung des geistlichen Priesterthums im 6ffentlichen
Dienste oder Amte sei," Der Lutheraner 8 (December 9,
1851) :59; see P[ieper], "Dr. C. F. w. Walther als
Theologe," 35 (July-August 1889) :224-25; Walther, Rechte
Gestalt, p. 15, citing J. A. Quenstedt, Theel. didact.pol. IV, 402. See above, pp. 203-210.
79 walther, Brosamen, p. 464.
80walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 36; Kirche
und Amt, pp. 383-84.
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God did not call individuals directly into the
ministry according to Walther.

The apostles had been

called directly or immediately by Christ.
exception.

That was an

Since that time the men who became ministers

on earth had been called mediately, through the church.
It was by this means that an individual became a clergyman.

This was Walther's so-called Ubertragungslehre or

"transference doctrine" which Loehe and others opposed
in the interest of their view that the ministry existed
and perpetuated itself by virtue of ordination without
any dependence on the congregation. 81 It is important to
note that for Walther this doctrine in no way made the
pastor subservient to the congregation.

He taught that

pastors were called by God, not by the congregation.
agency in this matter was God's.

The

Pastors were called

through the congregation or by means of the congregation.82 · Walther insisted that God had not only instituted the ministry but also put the individual preacher
into his office.

Not only marriages were made in heaven,

Walther told the seminary students, but also the
81August R. suelflow and E. Clifford Nelson,
"Following the Frontier, 1840-1875," The Lutherans in
North America, ed. E. Clifford Nelson (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1975), p. 181.
82walther, western District, 1883, PP• 41-42; see
Mundinger, Government, p. 214, footnote 137; BaierWalther Compendium, 3:689; Walther, Kirche und Amt, PP·
277-78, citing J. A. Quenstedt, Theel. did. pol. P. IV.
c. 12. de min. eccl. f. 1509.
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relationships between pastors and congregations had been
•

brought about by God.

The entrance of the individual

into the ministry and even the specific call to the particular congregation had been determine9 ·by God in
83
eternity.
From this perspective Walther provided a
summary definition of the ministry as "the authority,
committed [to the preacher] by God through the congregation, which possesses the priesthood and all church
authority, to exercise the rights of the spiritual
priesthood in public office on behalf of the fellowship.1184
The word Ubertragen in the quotation which ends
the last paragraph has been translated "commit."
might also be translated "confer 1185 or "convey."
this Ubertragungslehre a
somewhat misleading.

It
To call

"transference doctrine" is

It sounds as if the congregation

were the agent in this action.

But in Walther's own

words, as the quotation above demonstrates, God was
83 walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 390.
8411 Die von Gott durch die Gemeinde als Inhaberin
des Priesterthums und aller Kirchengewalt ilbertragene
Gewalt, die Rechte des geistlichen Priesterthums 1m
6ffentlichen Amte von Gemeinschafts wegen auszilben."
Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 315.
85 John Theodore Mueller, Christian Dogmatics: A
Handbook of Doctrinal Theology for Pastors, Teachers, and
Laymen (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1934), p.
577; Karl Wyneken, "Later Developments in the Missouri
Synod Doctrine of the Ministry, 1870-1900," The Graduate
School of Concordia Seminary St. Louis, Studies in Church
and Ministry," ed. ErwinL. Lueker et al. 6 vols.
(St.
Louis: Concordia Seminary, 1967), 3:80-81.
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Agent. 86
1

Pieper wondered that any Lutherans had ever

attacked the use of the term Ubertragen.

He considered

it totally adequate as long as the possession of Word

//

and sacrament by the congregation was not denied.

If the

office belonged to all but was administered only by some,
it could come to the latter only by being conferred upon
them. 87 This was precisely Walther's doctrine as it was
explained to the 1851 convention of the Missouri Synod
when the theses of Kirche und Amt were presented. 88
Walther taught that the right to call its own
pastors belonged to each and every congregation.

Every

congregation had the right and the power to call a
pastor. 89 Walther considered this right "the most precious and most important right which they [the congrega
tions] possess. 90

Walther believed that this fitted in

well with the Old Testament priesthood, when the whole
86 see Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 245.
87
Pieper, Christliche Dogmatik, 3:522-23.
88
"vorlage des Herrn Professor Walther zu einer
Schrift Uber Kirche und Predigtamt," Funtfer Synodal=
Bericht der deutschen Ev.=Luth. Synode von Missouri,
Ohio u.a. Staaten vom Jahre 1851, Zweite Auflage (St.
Louis: Druckerei der Synode von Missouri, Ohio und
andern Staaten, 1876 [1st ed., 1851], p. 172.
89

Walther, Pastorale, pp. 30-32.
9011 Das theuerste und wichtigste Recht, welches sie
besitzen," [C. F. W. Walther] "Das Gemeindewahlrecht,"
Der Lutheraner 17 (September 18, 1860):18.
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tribe chose those who were to perform the functions of the
priesthood. 91 Walther taught that that had been the
doctrine of Luther and had always been the Lutheran
doctrine even though the practice in much of Germany had
denied it. 92
Walther based this right of the congregation on
other doctrinal points on which this paper has already
touched.

The congregation had received the keys immeidately from Christ. 93 The church had the command and the

right to preach the Gospel and therefore originally possessed the office of the ministry, which was then con£ erred

94
on in
· d ivi
· · d ua 1 s.

The preach ers themse 1ves were a
gift that God had given to the church. 95 Walther believed
that the choice of the pastor by the congregation was not
only the Biblical way to provide pastors for congregations but also the best and most blessed way for the congregation.

Walther referred to the experience of the

91walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 27.
92 rbid., pp. 73-75. Hermann Sasse, "Walther and
Loehe: On the Church," p. 179, agreed that Walther correctly interpreted Luther on this point.
93 cc. F. w. Walther] "Das Gemeindewahlrecht," Der
Lutheraner 17 (October 2, 1860) :25; (November 13, 1860):
49.
94 rbid. (June 11, 1861):169; see Walther, Kirche
und Amt, p. 245. See above, pp. 203-210.
95 cc. F. w. Walther] "Das Gemeindewahlrecht," Der
Lutheraner 17 (July 23, 1861) :193.

-

-

.

-

-
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Missouri Synod to prove this point. 96

The congregation

alone possessed the right to call its own pastor, but
Walther considered it best and wisest for the congregation to seek advice in this l!\itt~~_,__ e.sp.eQJ...al.ly_ .f.r.om
neighboring _eas~ors. 97 In other words, this right
neither required nor implied that the congregation would
act entirely on its own, in isolation from the rest of
the church.
According to Walther, every voting member of the
calling congregation had the right to suggest a candidate
for the ca11. 98 But this suggestion or nomination alone
was not sufficient to make that person fully eligible for
the call.

There had to be a certain amount of agreement

in the congregation about the new pastor before a vote
was even taken on which pastor to call.

Walther held as

a firm principle that a preacher and Seelsorger, the one
to whom the cure of souls was committed, could not be
forced on an individual by someone else. 99 After an
individual was suggested, every voting member would have
to recognize that individual as a legitimate candidate
for the call before he was included in the list of those
96
c. F. w. Walther, "Die Pfarrers-Wahl durch die
Gemeinden," Lehre und Wehre 26 (December 1880) :382.
97 Walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 69.
98 Ibid.
99
walther, Licht des Lebens, p. 31; Walther to A.
Brilsewitz, W. Kasten, F. Brandner, A. Brilnewald, H.
Funke, and H. Suhr, January 22, 1870, Correspondence, CHI :
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from whom the pastor was to be called.

In other words,

one or more objections to a given person would be sufficient to prevent his name from finally being put in
nomination.

Once the list of candidates was agreed upon,

then a majority vote would be sufficient to call one of
them. 100 The opportunity for objections during the nominating process was a very important safeguard for Walther.
The congregation would call only from the sources on
which it had agreed.

Violence could be done to no one's

conscience by forcing him to accept a pastor he considered
unacceptable as a pastor for doctrinal reasons or for
reasons of qualifications.

The same principle was in

effect when the congregation delegated the final choice
to synodical officials in calling a candidate fresh from
the seminary.

These officials were to make sure that the

man was orthodox and fully qualified.
Much more could be said about Walther's views on
the call, especially about his advice to pastors who had
received calls. 101 But a few more points should be
mentioned for the purposes of this dissertation.

Walther

insisted that the pastor was also a member of the congregation.

When a congregation was calling a second or

third pastor, any pastor who was already serving that
lOOWalther, Briefe, 2:168-69 (to Pastor Friedrich
Lochner, January 6, 1870).
101 see Walther, Pastorale, pp. 410-29.
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congregation also had a share in the whole process of
calling. 102

Various problems, weaknesses, and the admix- •

ture of false Christians in a congregation in no way
rendered the call invalid.

A pastor could receive a

valid (giltig) call to a heterodox congregation, but that
call was not regular (rechtm~ssig). 103

Walther also

placed great importance on the pastor who was called from
one congregation to another one securing a peaceful
release from the first congregation.

This was not merely

a matter of form in the Missouri Synod of the nineteenth
century.

The pastor was not to leave a congregation

simply on the basis of his own decision about a call.

He

was to try to convince his current congregation that the
new call was indeed divine.

Not every call was divine.

The decision whether or not to accept a call was the
decision whether or not the call was divine.

If a pastor

was convinced that a call was divine, then accepting it
was a matter of obedience to God.

If the call really was

divine, then it was the congregation's duty to grant the
peaceful release and to do so willingly. 104
102

walther, Kirche und Amt, pp. 245-46; Rechte
Gestalt, p. 72.
103

Walther, Pastorale, pp. 32-33, 35-36; see the
sixth of the Altenburg Theses, K6stering, Auswanderung,
p. 52.
104

Walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 192-96; Walther,
Briefe, 1:190 (to A. Ernst, June 23, 1863); Walther to
Pastor W. Vomhof, November 12, 1871, Correspondence, CHI.
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Walther taught that ordination was only the public
confirmation of the call.

It signified that the church

beyond the individual congregation recognized the call.
Ordination was not commanded in Scripture and had therefore not been instituted by God.

It was an apostolic

ecclesiastical ordinance and nothing more.

Both Grabau

and Loehe had higher views of ordination, considering it
divinely instituted.

Against Grabau, Walther wrote in

Kirche und Amt:
B. The ordination of the one who has been called,
with the laying on of hands, is not by divine institution but is only an apostolic, ecclesiastical
ordinance and only a public, ceremonial confirmation
of the call.105
But Walther taught that ordination was still to be
retained in the church in order not to act at all
schismatically by omitting the testimony of the whole
church that the call was regular (rechtmassig) and had
. .
106 So ordination was to be
b een recogn i zed as d ivine.
retained even though it was an adiaphoron.

Furthermore,

ordination was not without blessing, for Walther taught
10511 a. Die ordination der Berufenen mit Handauflegung ist nicht gottlicher Einsetzung, sondern eine
apostolische kirchliche Ordnung, und nur eine offentliche
feierliche Bestatigung des Berufs." Walther, Kirche und
Amt, p. 289. The 11 B. 11 indicates only that this was part
B of Thesis VI of the second part of Kirche und Amt. See
also Walther, Pastorale, pp. 62, 65; P[ieper], "Dr.
c. F. w. Walther als Theologe, 11 35 (July-August 1889):
226.
106walther, Pastorale, p. 62.

that the prayers of the congregation in the ordination
ceremony would be answered by God in accordance with the
promises given to the ministry.

107

The Congregation Judging Pastors
In his sermons Walther repeatedly stressed the
importance of a good pastor.

Walther said that, as good

/as i t was for a congregation to have a preacher who

I/

preached God's Word, it was equally and inexpressibly
evil for a congregation to have a preacher who would not
preach the pure Word of God.

108

It was the duty of every

pastor and preacher not only to preach the truth but also
to refute false doctrine. 109
doctrine lightly.

One was not to take false

Every single false doctrine was

dangerous to the soul (seelengefahrlich).

It could seem

inconsequential, but it could potentially lead a person
to hell.

Christ had not considered false teachers harm-

less but had called them wolves. 110

Every Christian was

in danger of falling prey to false teachers. 111

Walther

107 walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 289; [C. F. W.
Walther] "Das Gemeindewahlrecht," Der Lutheraner 17
(July 23, 1861):193.
108
walther, Gnadenjahr, p. 391.
109
Walther, Pastorale, pp. 82-83, 100; Goldk6rner,
pp. 66-68; Gnadenjahr, pp. 354-55.
110
walther, Gnadenjahr, pp. 388-89, in a sermon on
Matt. 7:15-23; see Epistel Postille, p. 258.
111Walther, Brosamen, p. 426.
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said that unless the days should be shortened, false
prophets and impure doctrine was so dangerous that no one
112
would be saved.
According to Christ, one recognized
a false prophet by his fruits, and Walther insisted

that

what was meant was his doctrinal fruits (Lehrfrttchte), his
teachings, and not the appearance of holiness, which
could be deceptive. 113
One protection the congregation had against false
teachers was the requirement of confessional subscription.
In the nineteenth century as in the twentieth, pastors
in the Missouri Synod took a vow at ordination that they
believed, taught, and confessed the doctrines that were
taught in the Book of Concord because they believed those
doctrines to be Scriptural.

This requirement was not a

matter of forcing a person to believe true doctrine
(Glaubenszwang).

Rather, in an 1863 sermon, Walther

called it der grosse Freiheitsbrief (in effect, the Emancipation Proclamation) of the congregation.

It was a

security (BUrgschaft) and a bulwark (Schutzwehr) so that
the congregation could have the assurance that the
112walther, Gnadenjahr, pp. 588-89; in a sermon on
Matt. 24:15-28.
113walther, Gnadenjahr, p. 392; Epistel Pastille,
pp. 261-62.
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preacher would teach and preach the truth and not some
false doctrine.

114

But the most important way in which, according to

/

Walther, the congregation was to be guarded against false
teachers was that the sheep themselves retained the right
to judge their shepherds.
this very theme.

115

theme in Luther. 116

Walther preached a sermon on

This had also been an important
The preacher was the servant of the

congregation and therefore had to permit the members to
judge his doctrine according to 1 Thess. 5:21; 1 Cor.
10:15, and all the passages which warned about false
117

prophets.

It was also the duty of the congregation to

do this judging.
blind followers.

118
119

The sheep were not to be merely
In judging spiritual things, no man

was subject to another, but all were subject to the Word
of God.

Walther said that Christians were "the watchmen

114
walther, Festklange, p. 414; Rechte Gestalt, pp.
78-79; [C. F. W. Walther] "Warum sollen wir an den
Bekenntnissschriften unserer evangelisch=lutherischen
Kirche auch noch jetzt unerschiltterlich festhalten?" Der
Lutheraner 5 (January 23, 1849) :81.
115
walther, Evangelien Postille, pp. 257-62.
116For a series
.
.
f rem Luther see
o f quotations
Walther, Kirche und Amt, pp. 399-409. For quotations
from later Lutherans see pp. 409-422.

117

walther, Western District, 1883, pp. 54-56;
Kirche und Amt, pp. 398-99; Goldkorner, pp. 59-60.
118
Walther, Brosamen, p. 68.
119
walther, Licht des Lebens, pp. 31-32.
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and judges set by God Himself over their teachers. 0120
According to Walther, the Lutheran Church knew nothing of
a faith that was based on another mere human being and
not on one's own knowledge (Erkenntniss) and examination
121
(Prilfung).
Walther was referring exclusively to the
knowledge and study of the Bible.

Every Christian was to

be certain of his own relationship to God on the basis of
his own study of the Bible.

His faith was not to rest or
depend on the pastor but on the Word of God. 122 The
pastor was to rejoice when, by this means, his students
themselves became teachers. 123 The fact that Walther
spoke about this point so often in his sermons, from
which most of the above comments have been taken, shows
that he was not merely paying lip service to a Lutheran
principle in the abstract but was actually concerned to
instruct his own congregation about it.
Walther taught that the job of studying the Bible
and learning to reject false doctrine did not belong
exclusively to the preachers but also to all the members
12011 oie von Gott selbst ilber ihre Lehrer gesetzten
Wachter und Richter," Walther, Epistel Pastille, p. 65.
121 walther, Western District, 1883, p. 58.
122walther, Brosamen, pp. 423-24: Epistel Pastille,
pp. 258-59.
123 walther, Brosamen, p. 422.
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of the congregation. 124

Walther envisioned the layman

doing a good deal of reading, including some in the
Lutheran confessions and in the books of orthodox writers
as well as in the Bible. 125

Walther insisted that any

layman, even the most uneducated (der ungelehrteste Laie)
could learn to distinguish between true and false
shepherds because the Bible was so clear. 126

At the 1873

convention of the Western District, Walther said:
The most simple-minded person, who perhaps has never
in his life learned to read, much less to write and
do arithmetic, if he is a true Christian and a false
doctrine is presented to him as something which he is
to believe, may ask "Where is that written?" If
someone then reads a passage to him, he will be able
with great ease to say, "You have lied. The doctrine
is not there." The Scripture is so clear that there
are clear statements of ever thing that a person must
believe to attain salvation. 27

1

If a pastor persisted in false doctrine, he was
to be deposed by the congregation.

Walther wrote in a

124walther, Epistel Pastille, p. 306; Kirche und
Amt, pp. 398-99; Evangelien Pastille, p. 260; Rechte
Gestalt, p. 109.
125
walther, Evangelien Pastille, p. 260.
126
walther, Goldk6rner, p. 60.
12711

Der allereinfachste Mensch, der vielleicht nie
in seinem Leben lesen, geschweige schreiben und rechnen,
gelernt hat, wenn er ein wahrer Christ ist und ihm eine
falsche Lehre vorgehalten wird, die er glauben musse,
£rage: 'Wo steht das geschrieben?' Wenn man ihm dann
eine Stelle vorlies't, so wird er mit grosser Leichtig~eit
sagen k6nnen: ·' Du hast gelogen: die Lehre steht da
nicht.' So deutlich ist die Schrift, dass man fur alles,
was ein Christ zur Erlangung der Seligkeit glauben muss,
deutliche Sprilche findet." Walther, Western District,
1873, p. 48.
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letter to a layman that the whole matter of deposing a
pastor was to be handled in accord with the procedure
outlined in Matt. 18:15-18. 128

In other words, it was

another matter of church discipline, and all that has
been said about patience and correct procedure in discipline applied to doctrinal complaints which members of a
congregation might have about their pastor.

The congre-

gation could not depose a pastor simply because it wanted
to.

Walther wrote to a female congregation member that

it was sacrilege (sacrilegium, Kirchenraub) to depose a
pastor whose doctrine was pure and whose life was
orderly. 129

In cases of weakness on the pastor's part,

in doctrine or in life, the congregation was first to
admonish him in humility and friendliness (Demut und
Freundlichkeit) • 130

The congregation was also to call on

other pastors for advice so that it would not be a party
.
'dge. 131
tote
and the JU
h proceed ings

The pas t or wh o

persisted in his error or sin was to be deposed, that is,
.
. istry. 132
removed from t h e o ff ice
o f t h e min

Suspens1on

128walther to Herr Matthias, August 7, 1865,

Gutachten, CHI.
129walther to "Geehrte Frau!"

May 10, 1862,

Correspondence, CHI.
130walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 146.
131 Ibid., p. 148.
132walther, Briefe, 2:166 (to H. C. Schwan,
December 17, 1869).
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might precede deposition. 133

Other ways in which a

pastor might leave office, retirement, resignation, etc.,
belong more exclusively to the doctrine of the ministry.
The Pastor as Neither
Master or Slave
According to Erwin Lueker, Walther "held that the
ministry is in no wise a unique class within the
church. 11134 In a set of English theses Walther said,
"Ministers do not form a peculiar holy priestly order in
opposition to laymen. 11135 The German word that stood
behind both "order" and "class" was Stand and it is very
difficult to translate.

It included elements of both

English words, and it could also be translated as "social
station," "rank," or "status."
In Kirche und Amt, opposing Grabau's exalted,
Romanizing view of the ministry, Walther wrote:

"The

office of the ministry is no special, holier class over
against the general class of Christians, as the Levitical
priesthood was, but it is an office of service. 11136
133walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 142. See pp. 141-42
for an outline of the whole procedure with Biblical
support.
134

Lueker, "Ministry in History," p. 77.

135 Proceedings of a Free English Lutheran Conference, p. 29.
136 "Das Predigtamt ist kein besonderer, dem gemeinen
Christenstand gegenilberstehender heiligerer Stand, wie das
levitische Priesterthum, sondern ein Amt des Dienstes."
Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 221.
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Walther approved of Luther's translation of the New

,

Testament Greek word diakonia (01aKovla) as Amt
137
("office").
The church did not exist for the preachers
but the preachers for the church. 138 The preacher was
for Walther "not a lord but a servant of the congregation.11139

He spoke of "preachers or servants of the
church" as one and the same. 140 Walther could also use
the term

Predigerstand ("class of preachers") but not in

such a technical way as to contradict his basic
position. 141
This writer has frequently heard the title Herr
Pastor used to refer derogatorily to what is believed by
some to have been the attitude toward the ministry in the
days_ when the Missouri Synod spoke mostly German.

The

point was that this title expressed subverience on the
part of the laity.

This unfortunate misconception has
.
. wr it.ing. 142 This is a myth. It
a 1 so f ound expression
in

is undeniable

that the ministry in the nineteenth

137 walther, Western District, 1883, p. 51; Brosamen,
p. 65.
138 walther, Brosamen, p. 590.
13911 Nicht ein Herr, sondern ein Diener der
Gemeinde, 11 Walther, Western District, 1883, p. 51; see
Brosamen, p. 591.
14011 Prediger oder Kirchendiener," Walther,
Brosamen, p. 463.
141E.g. Walther, Gnadenjahr, p. 384.
142Graebner, Uncertain Saints, p. 8.
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century Missouri Synod enjoyed a great deal of respect.

143
•

But it is a mistake to perceive any subservience in the
title Herr Pastor.
The title Herr Pastor was simply a matter of
German courtesy.

Herr meant not "lord" but "mister" as

in "the Reverend Mister."

The same formula was used

until quite recently in Germany for men in many professions, for example Herr Rechtsanwalt ("Mister Lawyer") or
Herr Klempner ("Mister Plumber").

Walther in particular
had a reputation for courtesy and politeness. 144 Walther

deserved this reputation. Not only would he refer to a
145
teacher as Herr Lehrer,
but he also frequently used
formal titles when referring to relatives.

The saluta-

tion in a letter to Theodore Buenger read "Mein
herzliebster Herr Neffe!" (My most beloved Mister
Nephew!"). 146 Relatives of his correspondents were
referred to Herr Sohn ("Mister Son"), Herr Bruder
("Mister Brother"), and Frau Gemahlin (Mrs. Spouse"). 147
143

See Mundinger, Government, p. 198.

144
E.g. the comments by Rev. C. Eissfeldt, cited
without further reference in Spitz, Life, p. 107.
145
walther to "Mein theurer Herr Pastor!" December
8, 1879, Correspondence, CHI.
146
walther to Th. Buenger, January 18, 1884,
Gutachten, CHI.
147
Walther to "Geliebter Freund u. Bruder,"
February 23, 1880, Gutachten, CHI; Walther to Pastor F.
K6nig, December 10, 1876, Correspondence, CHI; Walther to
Hugo Hanser, February 22, 1879, Correspondence, CHI;
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At an 1881 pastoral conference where the Predestinarian
Controversy was being discussed others referred to "die
Gegner" ("the opponents") but Walther spoke of them as
"die Herren Opponenten. 11148 There was one place where
Walther himself seemed to refer derogatorily to the
title Herr Pastor, referring to Pfarrer and Geistlicher
in the same context. 149 So it is possible that the title
could be abused, but Walther certainly was not guilty of
doing so.

The bad name to call a preacher among German

Lutherans in the nineteenth century was Pfaff, which had
a papistic connotation. 150
Walther taught that the congregation could not
employ or hire a pastor with a contract for a limited
tenure.

This was an important point for Walther right
from the start of his activity in America. 151 The office
Walther to Pastor v. Koren, April 26, 188◄, Correspondence, CHI; and Walther to Pastor V. Koren, August 19,
1882, Correspondence, CHI.
148verhandlungen der Zweiten Allgemeinen Pastoralconferenz der Synode von Missouri, Ohio u. a. St. Uber
die Lehre von der Gnadenwahl. Fort Wayne, Ind., am 23.
u. 24. Mai 1881 (St. Louis: Druckerei des 11 Lutherischen
Concordia=Verlags," 1881), pp. 52, 55.
149 walther, Western District, 1876, pp. 53-54.
150 cc. F. W.] W[alther], "Wer sind die Pfaffen?"
Der Lutheraner 30 (April 1, 1874):49-52.
151 P[ieper], "Dr. C. F. w. Walther als Theologe,"
35 (July-August 1889):230.
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of the ministry was a divine ordinance, not a mere human contract (Vertrag), and not even in America were congregations free of this divine ordinance. 152 The call could
not contain any terminal date. 153

The congregation was

not justified in issuing such a call, and the call was
neither regular (rechtmassig) nor valid (giltig), for,
according to Acts 20:28; Eph. 4:11, 1 Cor. 12:28; Ps.
68:11 (v. 12 in the German Bible); and Is. 41:27, it was
not the congregation but God that did the calling through
the congregation (Acts 13:2).

So the congregation could

not act as if it were the preacher's boss, as if he were
an hired servant.
God.

That would be an attempt to replace

A pastor who was in such a relationship to his con-

gregation was there not by a divine call but by a mere
human contracting arrangement. 154
Walther insisted in no uncertain terms that
preachers were not servants of men (Menschenknechte).
If the congregations were not subservient ot the pastors,
neither were the pastors subservient to the congregations.
Neither could bind the other's conscience with anything
152walther to "Theure Brilder in dem HErrn!" August
3, 1842, Correspondence, CHI.
153walther to "Theurer Amts= und Glaubensbrud~r!"
March 10, 1847, Gutachten, CHI; Walther to "Theurer
Bruder in Glauben! 11 February 11, 1856, Correspondence,
CHI.

154walther, Pastorale, pp. 41-42; see Brosamen, p.
173; see Rechte Gestalt, pp. 41-42 for testimonies from
Lutheran theologians on this point.
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but Scripture.

155

There were limits (Schranken) to the

rights of the congregation.

The congregation could order

the pastor to preach God's Word purely and according to
the confessions of the church, but it could not command
him to preach something not in God's Word or to be silent
about something that was in God's Word.

The congregation

could demand that he be faithful in his ministry, but it
could not demand that he be at all unfaithful in it. 156
The members

of the congregation could not expect that

the pastor would tell them only what would please them. 157
#(

The pure doctrine which the preacher was to proclaim was
the property of God.

The preacher could not do with it as

he pleased, could not let himself be deprived of it, and
could not let himself be swayed by considerations of what
would please men. 158 The congregation could not force
the pastor to accept an open and manifest sinner or an
heretic as a member of the congregation nor to administer
the Lord's Supper to such a person.

It could not forbid

the pastor to visit members in their homes and to admonish
them privately. 159 The pastor could not yield (nachgeben)
155walther, Western District, 1883, p. 46~ Licht
des Lebens, pp. 32-33.
156walther, western District, 1883, p. 41.
157 walther, Licht des Lebens, pp. 32-33.

lSSibid., pp. 37-38.
159 walther, Western District, 1883, p. 41.
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on these matters and was to remind his congregation that
he was "not only a servant of the congregation but also a
servant of Christ at the same time. 11160 The call in no
way made the pastor "the subservient creature of his
congregation." 161 He had been called not by men but by
God and only through the congregation. 162
Peiper maintained that Walther had never undermined the rights of the ministry at all although he had
been attacked for doing so. 163 Walther said that
preachers did have only the power of the Word of God,
but they had the full authority of that Word.

When

preaching the Word, the pastor was due all that obedience
that was due to God, to Christ. 164
Walther was aware that there were pastors who
were greedy or lazy, and he criticized those who became
pastors for the sake of earthly gain or leisure. 165 If a
preacher did his work for income or for honor among men,
then it did not count as a good work in the eyes of God,
160
"Nicht nur ein Diener der Gemeinde, sondern
zugleich auch ein Diener Christi," ibid.
161 nzur unterwilrfigen Kreatur seiner Gemeinde,"
ibid.
162 Ibid., pp. 41-42; see Walther, Kirche und Amt,
pp. 360-61.
163
P[ieper], "Dr. C. F. w. Walther als Theologe,"
35 (July-August, 1889) :230.
164 walther, Brosamen, p. 526; see Von der Pflicht,
p. 21, commenting on Luke 10:16.
165walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, pp. 197-98;
Gnadenjahr, p. 390.
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no matter how good it was externally. 166

A pastor was to

be interested in the sheep, not the woo1. 167
But Walther did insist that it was up to the
congregation to support the pastor and his dependents in
their earthly needs.

Walther said:

The Lord Christ has therefore intentionally arranged
that the preachers must be supported by their congregations. Christ desires such a relationship
between preacher and congregation that the preacher
devotes his whole time and strength to the congregation, without being burdened with temporal cares, and
that the congregation therefore gives him what he
needs so that soul and body may be held together.
For if a preacher wants more, he is a belly-priest.
A proper one wants nothing more than food and clothing, so that he can preach. Oh, that only everyone
would believe that a proper preacher would choose
anything else if only the Lord Christ would let him
go. But once He has gotten hold of him, He will not
let go and holds him ,o firmly that he cannot get
away if he does not want to fight against the grace
of God and lose it.168
166

Walther, Brosamen, p. 434.

167
walther to "Theurer Bruder in Glauben!"
February 11, 1856, Correspondence, CHI.
16811 oer HErr Christus hat es also absichtlich so
eingerichtet, dass die Prediger von ihren Gemeinden
erhalten werden milssen. Christus will haben, es soll ein
solches Verhaltniss zwischen Prediger und Gemeinde sein,
dass der Prediger seine ganze Kraft und Zeit der Gemeinde
widmet, ohne von zeitlichen Sorgen beschwert zu werden,
und dass ihin daher die Gemeinde darreicht, was er bedarf,
damit Leib und Seele zusammengehalten werde. Denn wenn
ein Prediger mehr will, der ist ein Bauchpfaffe. Ein
rechter will weiter gar nichts als Nahrung und Kleidung,
damit er k6nne predigen. Ach, das glaube doch nur ein
Jeder: ein rechter Prediger wilrde jedes Andere erwahlen,
wenn ihn nur der HErr Christus los liessei aber hat er
ihn einmal gefangen, so lasst er ihn nicht los, und halt
ihn so fest, dass er nicht wieder heraus kann, wenn er
nicht will der Gnade Gottes widerstreben und dieselbe
verlieren. 11 Walther, Von der Pflicht, p. 63i see pp.
60-63.
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It was good, in Walther's opinion, if the pastor's
salary was stipulated in the call document, but the
pastor was not to insist on a fixed salary but only on
receiving that which was necessary. 169

Walther believed

that a pastor, in addition to food, clothing, and a place
to live for himself and his family, was to be paid enough
to be able to show himself hospitable (gastfrei) according
to 1 Tim. 3:2 and Titus 1:8.

The pastor was to have a

room where he could study and counsel privately with his
parishoners.

He was to be supported by the ministry alone

and not to become involved in any other activities to
support himself.

He was to be able to keep up his

studies (1 Tim.4:13) and to be involved in fellowship,
specifically travelling to pastoral conferences and church
170
conventions.
Walther's views on what the congregation was to
provide its pastor were obviously addressed to the nineteenth century life style and economy.

There was a

salutary emphasis on the pastor continuing scholarly
endeavors during his work in the parish.

Hospitality was

more obviously necessary then than in the twentieth
169

Walther, Pastorale, p. 61. Walther referred to
Gal. 6:6i 1 Cor. 9:7-lSi Luke 10:4-8.
170walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 157. Walther
referred also to Matt. 10:9-lOi 1 Cor. 9:14i 1 Tim. 4:13i
2 Tim. 2:3-4i and Sirach 38:26-27.
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century.

Travel was expensive, time consuming, and

difficult to justify to the average layman.

A concern

for financial security and pension plans was foreign to
the church of Walther's day.

The pastor's car allowance,

a commonplace in the twentieth century, was also not a
concern in Walther's day.

But despite these differences,

Walther's principles on this matter seem to have been
clearly based on the Scriptural references he gave, and
they would have clear applications in any century.
Walther dealt with the question whether or not
the pastor was to contribute to the congregation financially.

Walther said that he himself did so according to

his ability, but he would not insist that other pastors
had to do so.

The pastor was to be supported by the

congregation, not the other way around.

Nevertheless,

the pastor was also to be an example to his parishoners
in all good works.

The pastor,thought Walther, should

starve rather than let it be said that he was stingy
(karg).

The best thing, according to Walther, would be

for the pastor to insist on making a financial contribution but for the congregation to receive it unwillingly
(ungern).

On this matter, Walther advised a layman in a

letter, the pastor and the congregation were to be "in a
171
friendly controversy of love."
17111 In einem freundlichen Liebesstreit," Walther to
Herr Rauch, November 30, 1875, Correspondence, CHI. This
letter was not sent. It is marked "Nicht abgesendet
dafilr einen anderen."
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Other Offices in the Congregation
Walther taught t~at God had instituted only one
office in the congregation and that its functions
included gathering (sammeln), building (bauen), ruling
(regieren), providing for (versorgen), and upholding or
preserving (erhalten) the church.

This office had been

instituted when Christ had given the keys to Peter and
also in the Great Commission, in which it was indicated
that this work was to continue to the end of the world.

172

In Kirche und Amt Walther wrote, "The office of the
ministry is the highest office in the church, and all
other churchly offices flow out of it. 11173 Persons other
than the pastors were active in the church with various
jobs or positions, which were, in fact, offices or
Xmter.
J

These offices had been instituted by God when He

( had instituted the one office, for they were parts of

it. 174

These offices were not the ministry but were

various parts or functions of it that had been committed
to these other individuals.

Their offices were auxiliary.

Naming some of these offices, Walther wrote:
172Walther, Brosamen, p. 349; see Kirche und Amt,

pp. 342-43.
173
"Das Predigtamt 1st das hochste Amt in der
Kirche, aus welchem alle anderen Kirchenamter fliessen."
Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 342; see Epistel Pastille,
p. 364.

174

Walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 55.
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For with the apostolate the Lord established only one
office in the church, which contains all other
churchly offices in it and through which the congregation of God is to be cared for in every respect.
The highest office is the office of preaching, with
which all other offices are committed [to the individual] at the same time. Every other public office
in the church is therefore a part of the same or an
auxiliary office, which stands to the side of the
office of preaching, whether it is the office of
those elders who do not work with the Word and doctrine (1 Tim. 5:17), or the office of ruling (Rom.
12:8), or the diaconate (office of service in the
narrower sense), or whatever offices in the church
may be committed to special persons for special
administration. The offices of the schoolteachers
who are to teach God's Word in their schools, of
those who care for the poor, of the sextons, choir
directors in public worship services, etc., are therefore all to be considered churchly, holy offices,
which bear a part of the one church office and stand
to the side of the office of preaching.175
This point was taken in two directions.

In the first

place there was no divinely instituted authority over the
pastor in terms of a bishop.

This position did not

17511 Mit dem Apostolat hat nehmlich der HErr nur Ein
Amt in der Kirche aufgerichtet, welches alle Kirchenamter
in sich begreift und durch welches die Gemeinde Gottes in
jeder Beziehung versorgt werden sell; das h6chste Amt 1st
das Predigtamt, mit welchem auch alle anderen Xmter
zugleich ilbergeben werden; jedes andere 6ffentliche Amt
in der Kirche 1st sonach ein Theil desselben oder ein
Hilfsamt, das dem Predigtamt zur Seite steht, es sei nun
das Xltestenamt derjenigen, welche nicht im Wort und in
der Lehre arbeiten (1 Tim. 5, 17.), oder das Regieramt
(Rom. 12, 8.), oder das Diakonat (Dienstamt im engeren
Sinn), oder welche Amter nur in der Kirche besonderen
Personen zu besonderer Verwaltung Ubergeben werden m6gen.
Die Xmter der Schullehrer, welche Gottes Wort in ihren
Schulen zu lehren haben, der Almosenpfleger, der Kilster,
der Vorsanger in den 6ffentlichen Gottesdiensten u. s. w.
sind daher sammtlich als kirchliche heilige Xmter anzusehen, welche einen Theil des Einen Kirchenamtes tragen
und dem Predigtamte zur Seite stehen." Walther, Kirche
und Amt, pp. 342-43.

,
J

'I/

.✓.J

J
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negate Walther's strong position on synodical organization
with its humanly arranged structure and authority.

176

In

the second place, the other offices in the congregation
were subordinate to the pastoral office.
Lutheran theologians, Walther said, had held
that there was no episcopal authority over the pastor by
any divine right but that some subordination could be
salutary (heilsam) and "in many respects even necessary."177

In the apostolic church, however, Walther

believed that bishops and presbyters (elders, in this
case, those elders active in the ministry of the word)
had held one and the same office, the pastoral office.

178

He argued as follows:
A clear proof passage, that bishops and presbyters
were totally the same in the time of the apostles is
also Acts 20:17, cf. v. 28. According to this the
apostle had the presbyters or elders of Ephesus called
to him at Miletus and held a long talk for them in
which he, among other things, testified that the
Holy Spirit had made them bishops to feed the congregation of God. The same people are therefore here
first called presbyters and then bishops.179
176

see below, pp. 326-35.
17711 1n vieler Beziehung auch n6thig," Walther,
Rechte Gestalt, p. 214; see Pastorale, p. 398. On Luther
see Seeberg, History of Doctrines, 2:294. Scholastics
had disagreed on the issue. Pp. 141, 144-45.
178
Walther, Western District, 1883, p. 34.
179
"Eine klare Beweisstelle, dass Bischofe und
Presbyter in der Apostelzeit ganz dasselbe waren, ist
auch Apost. 20, 17., verglichen mit Vers 28. Der Apostel
liess hiernach die Presbyter oder Altesten von Ephesus
zu sich nach Milet fordern und hielt eine lange Rede an
sie, in welcher er ihnen unter anderm bezeugte, der
Heilige Geist habe sie zu Bischofen gesetzt, zu weidendie•
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Elsewhere Walther parenthetically explained "bishops" as
18
Aufseher ("overseers").
For Walther bishops were
overseers over congregations. 181 There was no divinely

°

instituted office to oversee pastors.
The pastor had the responsibility to oversee
other offices in the congregation, to see that they were
administered in accord with the word of God. Walther said:
But since in the church the Word should rule
everything and govern over everything, there remains
to the pastoral office, which alone is the office of the
Word and from which this is inseparable, the high and
difficult duty of supervision, to see that all branch
and auxiliary offices in the congregation are administered according to God's Word. Therefore the whole
congregation and the blood of every soul will some day be
required at the hand of the preacher.182
So for Walther all other offices that might be set up in
the congregation would be under the office of the pastor.
Walther was ambiguous about the status of
professorships at the church's institutions of higher
Gemeinde Gottes. Dieselben Leute werden also hier einmal
Presbyter und dann Bischofe genannt. 11 Ibid., p. 36. The
emphasis was Walther's.
180walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 97, citing Heb.
13:17.
181walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 342.
18211 0a aber in der Kirche das Wort alles regieren
und Uber alles herrschen sell, so bleibt nichts desto
weniger dem Predigtamt, welches allein das Amt des
Wortes und van welchem dieses untrennbar ist, die hohe,
schwere Pflicht, Aufsicht zu haben, dass alle Zweig= und
Hillfsamter in der Gemeinde nach Gottes Wort verwaltet
werden. Von den Handen des Predigers wird daher dennoch
einst die ganze Gemeinde und das Blut jeder Seele in
derselben gefordert werden. 11 Walther, Brosamen, pp.
67-68.
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education.

Such a position was an office (Amt) ,

183

but

the same term could be applied to professorships in nonchurch schools. 184

Walther called his own position at
Concordia Seminary his "teaching office" (Lehramt). 185
He spoke of being called by God to this office, 186 and he
comforted J.

c.

w. Lindemann, the director of the

teacher's seminary at Addison, Illinois, with the same
thought. 187

Walther insisted that these professors were

in a divine office. 188

The office was entered into

through the call of the church. 189

But Walther, again in

a letter to Lindemann, could speak of accepting a call
from a pastoral position to a professorship as an
"exchange of the preaching office for a teaching
office. 11190

The professorial office was not a

183 walther to "Theurer Freund u. Bruder in dem
HErrn!" January 24, 1881, Correspondence, CHI.
184
walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, p. 390.
185
walther to Wilhelm Sihler, July 21, 1877,
Correspondence, CHI.
186

Walther, Rechte Unterscheidung, pp. 3-4.

187

walther to s. C. w. Lindemann [sic], November
17, 1865, Correspondence, CHI.
188

Walther, Brosamen, p. 348; see this whole sermon,
pp. 346-52; see also Meyer, Log, pp. 12-13, 30.
189
Walther, Brosamen, p. 348.
19011 vertauschung des Predigtamtes mit einem
Lehramt," Walther, Briefe, 1:216 (to J.C. w. Lindemann,
March 4, 1865); see Brosamen, p. 348.
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congregational office and so was an exception to the
statement that all other offices in the church were
subject to the pastoral office.

Yet it could not be

denied that it was a churchly office.
tuted only one office.

But God had insti-

So Walther was somewhat ambiguous

on this point.
Walther taught that the teacher in a congregational school was in an office subordinate to the pastoral
office.

He insisted that this teacher's office was not

,

only an extension of the office of the father (Hausvater). /
All offices, including the pastoral office had ultimately
been derived from that of the father according to Walther.
But the office of the teacher who taught God's Word in
class was a churchly office.

Walther taught that these

teachers were assistants (Gehilfen) of the pastor.

191

This office was divine according to its origin, its substance, and its eternal purpose.

192

The teacher's office

was a divine one, but it was not an office alongside of
the pastoral office.

It was a part of the pastoral

191walther, Briefe, 1:203 (to J.C. w. Lindemann,
June 4, 1864): see Brosamen, p. 403. On the congregational school see above, p. 236. Walther's letters to
Lindemann are very instructive about this matter. In 1864

Lindemann became director of the Missouri Synod's
teachers' seminary in Addison, Illinois. There was not
always perfect agreement between Walther and Lindemann on
the role of the teacher. Walther, Briefe, 1:203-4, 21213, 215-17: 2:55-56. See below, p. 344.
192 walther, Briefe, 2:82 (to Pastor August Crull,
March 4, 1867).

✓
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office, and it was subordinate to that one office.
Walther recognized the importance of a good relationship
✓/

between pastor and teacher.

The teacher was subordinate,

\ but pastor and teacher were also colleagues.

193

The other offices which were common in the
Missouri Synod congregations of Walther's day can be
discussed only briefly here.

Much of what Walther said

about them was practical advice, not doctrine.

They

existed by human right and were therefore not as much a
matter of doctrine as was the pastoral office.

But

Walther saw that lay elders (Laien-Alteste) were very
important for the congregation in the government of the
church and in discipline.
apostolic church. 195

194

They had been used in the

Their office had also had a solid

history in the Lutheran church. 196

Walther considered

these elders especially important in America because of
the independence of the church from the state. 197

Of

the other offices the one with the oldest precedent was
that of the Almosenpfleger, who saw to it that no member
of the congregation lacked the necessities of life in
193

see Walther, Pastorale, pp. 390-91; Brosamen,

p. 403.
194

walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 111-12.

195
Walther, Pastorale, p. 355.
196
Ibid., pp. 357-63.
197

Ibid., p. 355.
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time of need.

Walther believed that this office went

back to the Jerusalem congregation according to Acts
6:1-7. 198 Other offices included those of the secretary
(Schreiber); the treasurer (Schatzmeister); the trustees,
who were the congregation's representatives with respect
to the state and were also overseers of the physical
property of the congregation; and the sexton or sacristan
(Kuster), whose office in terms of the late twentieth
century was probably closest to that of the head usher
with some janitorial duties. 199
Summary
Walther laid great importance on the spiritual
priesthood of all believers and ascribed to it a wide
range of functions.

The most important of these was the

proclamation of the Word of God in many situations to
relatives, friends, co-workers, and acquaintances.

The

office of the ministry differed from this priesthood not
in kind but in degree.

The pastor did the same things

the other priests did, except that the pastor did them
publicly.

This referred specifically to preaching.

The

Sacraments were always public except for emergencies when
lay administration was called for and was totally in
order.
198 1bid., p. 300; Walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 55,
169; see also 1 Tim. 3:8-13 and Rom. 12:8.
199 walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 168-71.
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Walther taught that God had instituted the office
of the ministry and that it was therefore not optional
for the congregation.

It was also God who put individuals

into the ministry, for the call into the ministry came
from God and only through the congregation.

The congre-

gation alone had the right to call its own pastor.

A

pastor could not be imposed upon it by any other authority
in the church.

While this right belonged to the congre-

gation, before a vote was taken on a list of candidates,
all the voters had to approve the candidates.

The con-

gregation, in other words, called only from agreed upon
sources.

Synodical membership implied that the congrega-

tion was to call a pastor who was acceptable to and
acknowledged by the synod.

Otherwise there would be

problems for its synodical membership, namely whether or
not the rest of the synod could continue to recognize i t
as an orthodox congregation.
For Walther, the pastor was not a creature of the
congregation.
church.

He was neither lord nor slave of the

His tenure was unlimited so that he would not

have to be concerned about pleasing men to keep his job.
He was to remain faithful in the ministry of the Word.
The congregation could instruct him to be faithful, but it
could not command him to be at all unfaithful.

The con-

gregation had the power to depose its pastor, but only
for the proper reasons could this be done.

The reasons
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would be persistence in false doctrine, or in an
offensive way of life, or in unfaithfulness to the work
he had been called to do.

Walther taught that a congre-

gation might set up other offices such as that of school
teacher or lay elder, but these would all be auxiliary to
the office of the pastor.
This chapter has already anticipated the one that
is to follow.

The congregation did not exist in an

ecclesiastical vacuum or in isolation.

Walther definitely

believed that the congregation was to be involved in
cooperation and fellowship with the church beyond its own
locality.

This is dealt with in the following chapter.

CHAPTER VI
COOPERATION AND FELLOWSHIP:

RELATIONSHIPS

BETWEEN CONGREGATIONS AND SYNODS
Walther was and is closely identified with the
Missouri Synod as a synod.

He was an active participant

in its affairs and held the office of synodical president
from 1847 to 1850 and again from 1864 to 1878.

He also

had a great deal to say about the synod, synodical life
and polity, and inter-synodical relationships.

The

doctrine of the church in Walther's writings would therefore be incomplete without an examination of his statements on these topics.
While Walther did not value the synod as a goal
in itself, he valued it very highly as a means of fulfilling the work of the church to a degree that was impossible for congregations operating in isolation.

But it

is proper to consider the synod after having considered

/
✓

the local congregation.

The congregations existed by

divine right, according to Walther, but the synod was
only a human institution, a free association of congrega-

"'- tions.

This chapter deals first with Walther's concep-

tion of the geographic congregation and then with
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Walther's views on the importance of a congregational
concern for the church beyond its parish boundaries.
Then it examines Walther's views on the equality of all
pastors and congregations.

The right of the congregation

to remain independent is discussed in tension with its
responsibility to join a synod in the interest of unity
in the faith and the common goals of the church.

The

chapter also deals with Walther's views on the important
role of the Lutheran confessions in a Lutheran synod
along with Walther's stress on the total purity of
doctrine.

Then the meaning and authority of the synod as

an advisory body are investigated.

Finally, Walther's

principles for the practice of church fellowship are
explored as they related to relationships between church
bodies.
The Geographic Congregation
Walther believed that the church was divided
(eingetheilt) geographically and that this division was
taught in Scripture. 1

In the Bible,he pointed out,

churches were named not after their pastors but after
their locations, according to houses (Rom. 16:5), cities
(1 Cor. 1:2; 1 Thess. 1:1; Rev. 2:1), provinces (Gal.
1:2), regions (Gal. 1:22), and peoples or nations
1 walther to "Theure Brilder in dem HErrn!"
September 17, 1849, Correspondence, CHI; Walther to A.
Lange, January 25, 1859, Correspondence, CHI.
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(V6lkerschaften, Rom. 16:4).

2

Walther wrote in Die

rechte Gestalt that every congregation was to agree with
its neighboring congregations about parochial boundaries
and that no congregation was to accept as members those
who lived within the boundaries of another (orthodox)
congregation.

3

He considered it wrong to set up an oppo-

/sition congregation within the boundaries of an orthodox
✓
4
'\parish.
Walther wrote in an 1849 letter of advice that
the pastor's call was also not to a certain group of
people but to a place, the location of the congregation.
Walther wrote:
First it is must be considered that the church,
according to God's Word, is not divided according to
persons but according to geography, that is, the
divine call of a pastor is not to certain people.
For otherwise it would have to be repeatedly canceled
and renewed with the constant coming and going of the
people and the changing of the generations. Rather,
the call is to a specific region, place, area, or the
like. Therefore it says, Titus should place elders
in the "cities here and there." that is, according to
the original text "from one city to the other" or
"citywise." Every Christian, therefore, who lives in
2
walther to J. A. Ottesen, January 25, 1862,
Correspondence, CHI.
3

walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 184-85, citing
Titus 1:5; Gal. 2:9; 1 Peter 4:15; 5:2; and Heb 10:25.
l Peter 4:15 does not seem to be relevant to this issue,
but in Luther's translation, used by Walther, the last
category of person not to be tolerated read "der in ein
fremd Amt greifet."
4

Walther, Briefe, 2:217 (to Pastor J. H. Sieker,
May 23, 1871).
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such an area, must consider that the preacher placed
there, if he has been correctly called and is orthodox, is the messenger and servant of God Himself,
through whom God wills to feed the Christians in this
area. A Christian may not regard the person and may
not be jealous that a neighboring preacher is perhaps
more gifted. For it is indifferent to God, once He
has chosen a servant, if he has greater or lesser
gifts. God is able and desires to accomplish what He
had decided even through a person with lesser gifts
in his place. Oh, it is a precious thing for a
Christian with his preacher simply to hold to this:
t /That is the man. Through him God desires to instruct
~ me and to lead me to heaven.5
From this quotation it is also clear that Walther held
that the individual Christian was bound to be a member of
the orthodox congregation, that is, the one with the
5

"Erstlich 1st zu bedenken, dass die Kirche nicht
in Personen, sondern geographisch eingetheilt 1st nach
Gottes Wort; das heisst, der g6ttliche Beruf eines
Pfarrers geht nicht auf bestimmte Menschen, denn sonst
milsste derselbe bei dem steten Gehen u. Kommen der Leute
u. bei dem Wechsel der Geschlechter bald aufgehoben, bald
erneuert werden; der Beruf geht vielmehr au£ ein
bestimmtes Gebiet, au£ einen Ort, eine Gegend u.
dergleichen. Daher heisst es, Titus solle die "Stadte
hin u. her" besetzen mit .Kltesten Tit. 1, 5., das heisst
nach dem Grundtext: "von einer Stadt zur anderen", oder
"Stadteweise". Jeder Christ also, welcher in einem
solchen Bereich wohnt, hat zu bedenken, dass der da
angestellte Prediger, wenn er recht berufen u. rechtglaubig ist, der Bote u. Diener Gottes selbst ist, durch
den Gott in diesem Bereiche die Christen weiden will.
Ein Christ darf dann die Person nicht ansehen, auch nicht
scheel sehen, dass vielleicht ein benachbarter Prediger
mehr Gaben hat; denn es gilt Gott gleich, wenn er einmal
einen Diener sich erwahlt, ob derselbe grossere oder
geringere Gaben hat; Gott kann u. will auch durch den von
geringeren Gaben an seinem Orte ausrichten, was Er
beschlossen hat. o, es ist eine k6stliche Sache, wenn
der Christ sich einfaltig bei seinem Prediger daran halt:
Das ist der Mann, durch den will mich Gott lehren u. zum
Himmel filhren!" Walther to "Theure Brilder in dem HErrn!"
September 17, 1849, Correspondence, CHI. The emphasis was
Walther's.
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orthodox preacher, that fell within his natural geographic
area. 6 Someone who did not do so was not despising a
mere man but was rejecting Christ Himself (Luke 10:16)
because the preacher was conducting his office in
Christ's stead (2 Cor. 5:20). 7
As Walther saw the situation, there were many
practical benefits of this geographic principle and many
practical problems in its neglect.

It was in accordance

with the divine directive that everything be done in an
orderly manner .

It gave the pastor a clear idea of who

was under his care and in his responsibility.

The

listener was to be concerned only with the Word of God,
not with the particular person who was preaching it.

In

/ other words, the individual Christian was not to choose

"t

to which congregation he would belong according to the

\ pastor and his talents.

Church discipline would have

been greatly hindered if a person could simply change
parishes any time he wanted to. 8 Walther wrote to
Wilhelm Sihler, another one of the original members of
the Missouri Synod, "The nature of the thing requires
that every soul have only one spepherd and spiritual
adviser in the narrower sense, just as a patient can have
6see also Walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 144.
7

Walther to J. A. Ottesen, January 25, 1862,
Correspondence, CHI.
8 Ibid.; see also Walther to A. Lange, January
25, 1859, Correspondence, CHI.
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only one doctor. 119

Walther said that a person was to

have only one father confessor (Beichtvater) and not
jump (springen) from one to the other.

This was again a

matter of being concerned with the Word of God, not with
the person of the pastor. 1O
Basically a person was to join that orthodox
congregation that was geographically closest to him. 11
But Walther did not insist on the unqualified or absolute
application of this principle.

Walther was very patient

and evengelical in applying a principle of this sort.
One church might be farther away than the other in terms
of miles but might be easier to reach in terms of actual
travel.

In such a case a person might join the congregation that was farther away. 12 Walther envisaged nieghboring congregations agreeing about their parish bounda-

ries.13

One was also to consider the language that was
14 Wa 1ther seems t o h ave
· a given
·
·
used in
congregat ion.
911 oie Natur der Sache erfordert, dass jede Seele
nur Einen Hirten u. Seelsorger im engeren Sinne habe, wie
ein Patient nur Einen Arzt haben kann." Walther to
Wilhelm Sihler, May 26, 1877, Correspondence, CHI.
lOWalther, Von der Pflicht, p. 65.
11walther to A. Lange, January 25, 1859, Correspondence, CHI.
12walther to J. A. Ottesen, January 25, 1862,
Correspondence, CHI.
13 walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 184.
14 walther to J. A. Ottesen, January 25, 1862,
Correspondence, CHI.
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had in mind the situation in which a Lutheran who spoke
English or Norwegian might join a congregation where that
language was used rather than a geographically closer
congregation where preaching was exclusively in German.
This reflects the variety of languages spoken by Lutherans
in nineteenth century America.

But Walther wrote to

Pastor F. A. Schmidt in 1859 that the desire to join an
English language congregation was not sufficient reason
15
to transfer membership.
But the individual was not
bound by this geographic arrangement to remain a member
of a given congregation for his whole life.

If a congre-

gation became heterodox, that is, accepted and fostered
false doctrine, in spite of the testimony of an orthodox
member, that member could in time have to leave that congregation.

Furthermore it was a matter of Christian

freedom to change one's place of residence.

If a

Christian moved from one area to another, he would also
transfer his congregational membership as a matter of
course according to his altered geographical situation.
Walther realized that there could be a sinful element in
changing one's place of residence, but Walther did not
specify what this sin might be.

Even when sin was

involved in the move, however, i t did not mean
15
Roy Arthur Suelflow, "History of the Missouri
Synod," p. 114, referring to Walther to F. A. Schmidt,
November 19, 1859, Correspondence, CHI.
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transferring congregational membership in that situation
was sinful. 16
Walther taught that the pastor's call was geographically limited.

Erwin Lueker is in error when he

)'

writes, "Walther held that a person who is a pastor in
one congregation is a pastor everywhere. 1117 That is
simply not true.

Walther held that it was wrong for a
person "to reach into another's office. 1118 In his presentation to his own congregation on the importance of
congregational membership, he criticized John Wesley for
saying that the world was his parish.

Walther taught on

the basis of l Peter 4:15; 5:2; and Acts 20:28 that it
was wrong for a pastor to pasture (weiden) anyone who was
not committed to his care by his call.

The Lutheran

pastor was not to go after non-Lutherans nor after any
orthodox (that is, Lutheran) Christians who were not
members of his parish. 19 The apostles, Walther taught,
had been called to preach throughout the whole world.
But they alone had had such a call.

Pastors were the

16walther to J. A. Ottesen, January 25, 1862,
Correspondence, CHI.
17 Lueker, "Ministry in History," p. 77; see also
Lueker, 11 Some Concepts," p. 9.
1811 In ein fremdes Amt greifen;" see the German for
l Peter 4:15.
19 walther, Von der Pflicht, pp. 65-67.
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shepherds only of the specific flocks which had been
committed to their care. 20
With this geographic conception of a congregation
Walther did not believe that a congregation could simply
disband or cease to exist.

The only way for a congrega-

tion to pass out of existence was for all the members to
move away.

A congregation that reorganized itself while

remaining in the same place was still in essence the same
congregation. 21
Walther wrote in Kirche und Amt that a Christian
was also bound to flee false teachers and to hold to an
orthodox preacher and congregation. 22 A corollary of
this point, as expressed in other writings, was that if
someone came from a heterodox congregation and sought
pastoral care or the sacraments from an orthodox pastor,
the person himself being orthodox, then the pastor was
obliged to receive him as a guest and to minister to his
spiritual needs. 23

Walther wrote in a letter of advice

to a congregation that for an individual Christian to
leave a congregation meant in effect that he was labeling
20

Walther, Brosamen, p. 285; Goldk6rner, p. 55;
Von der Pflicht, p. 22, Walther to J. A. Ottesen,
January 25, 1862, Correspondence, CHI.
21

CHI.

walther to Hugo Hanser, July 6, 1868, Gutachten,

22walther, Kirche und Amt, p. 95; see also "Thesen
Uber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft," p. 41.
23 walther, Von der Pflicht, p. 69; see Rechte
Gestalt, pp. 191-92; Pastorale, p. 311.
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that congregation false in doctrine (falschglaubig).
But if that congregation were not false in doctrine, then
it was totally wrong and contrary to God's will for the
individual to leave it. This was the very serious sin of
24
separatism.
Walther wrote in a letter to a pastor that
it was separatism to separate from a pastor while one
lived within his parish (Parochie) unless one did so for
one of the following reasons:

false doctrine, offensive

life (argerliches Leben), malicious unfaithfulness in his
ministry (mutwillige Amtsuntreue), or obvious unfitness
for office (offenbar werdende Amtsuntilchtigkeit). 25
Walther taught that the parish boundaries
(Parochialgrenzen) had not originally been set up by God.
They were agreed upon by the local congregations and
there could be changes in them.

Two parishes could be

combined, or one parish could be divided.

There were no

divinely ordained rules about how many people were needed
to form a congregation or about how much theY. needed in
the way of finances.

These things were left up to the

wisdom of the Christians in the local congregations.
Walther still insisted that these matters be handled in
love and good order and with the general consent
24 walther to "Theure Brilder in dem HErrn!"
September 17, 1849, Correspondence, CHI.
25walther, Briefe, 2:211 (to Pastor J. H.
Werfelmann, January 8, 1871).
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(Bewilligung) of all.

The glory of God and the salvation

of individuals were to be kept in mind as the overriding
purposes of all these arrangements.

Parish boundaries

could be redrawn for the wrong reasons and might be
schismatic.

Walther was very consistent in insisting

that schismatic actions were always to be avoided. 26
These rearrangements were not, therefore to be schisms
under a cloak of order and love.

An interesting study

in this regard would be intensive research into Walther's
St. Louis congregation which divided into districts
rather than separate congregations as i t grew in size.
Walther was very concerned that the pastor be
conscientious in dealing with members of another parish.
The pastor was by no means to act as the pastor of
another congregation's members or to perform any pastoral
acts for them without the knowledge and consent of their
own pastor.

This was especially important in the case of

persons who had been rightfully excommunicated.

But if

someone came to a pastor because of false doctrine or
tyranny in practice in the parish to which he was normally
to belong, then i t was the pastor's duty to accept that
person, even if he had been (unjustly) excommunicated.
26

Walther to J. A. Ottesen, January 25, 1862,
Correspondence, CHI; Walther to "Verehrter Bruder in dem
HErrn!" February 5, 1856, Correspondence, CHI; Walther
to "Theure BrUder in dem HErrn!" September 17, 1849;
Correspondence, CHI.
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This relationship prevailed especially in pastoral
27
emergencies.
In sharp distinction from twentieth
century Missouri Synod practice, guest conununicants were
not to be accepted simply because they had chosen to
visit a different local congregation on a given Sunday.
Walther insisted that only those were to be accepted as
guests who were traveling for other reasons, or who lived

...,

../ , ,

, •"'I.(.

"'I-,,

·~ -...
in places where there was no orthodox congregation, or who J~~ ·
."'

were in truth suffering under an unjust exconununication. 28
Walther was concerned to defend the Missouri Synod for

accepting some persons who had been excommunicated by the
Buffalo Synod.

He insisted that the Missouri Synod had

not acted precipitously in these matters but had done
its best to act conscientiously. 29 But Walther taught
27
Walther, Pastorale, p. 311; Rechte Gestalt,
p. 189; Von · der Pflicht, pp. 43-44, 70.
28 walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 189-90; Von der
Pflicht, pp. 8, 64, 68. A wedding was also not ordinarily
to be held in a parish other than the one to which the
couple belonged. See a Concordia Seminary faculty opinion
by Walther, August Craemer, and Ernst A. Brauer, June
1863, Gutachten, CHI. Walther and the rest of the faculty
were obviously addressing a culture in which most young
people still married someone from the same locality.
There was not as much mobility as in the late twentieth
century. But Walther did not make this a hard and fast
principle. He allowed for a wedding to be celebrated in
a different parish at the parents' request. See Walther
to "Theurer Freund u. Bruder!" January 30, 1883, Correspondence, CHI.
29 walther to "Verehrtester Herr Professor!" March
1, 1854, Correspondence, CHI; see Walther, Briefe, 1:89
(to Adolph Marbach, January 4, 1854): Hochstetter,
Geschichte, p. 198.
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that a just exconununication was to be respected even if
it had occurred in an unorthodox church, or even if i t
had been done by the pope.

The keys were to be respected

because of the institution of God, not because of the
doctrinal position of those who administered them. 30
It should be mentioned that an important part of
the plans Walther had for eventual implementation through
the Synodical Conference called for the establishment of
state synods.

The member

synods of the Synodical

Conference were eventually to merge into once church body,
which would be divided into state synods with geographical
31
boundaries. These were not to overlap in territory.
According to Carls. Meyer, Walther probably favored this
plan for the same basic reasons he advocated the
geographic parish. 32
The Congregation's Concern for
the Church Beyond its Parish
Boundaries
Walther taught in Die rechte Gestalt that the
congregation had a definite responsibility to be concerned
30
Walther, Briefe, 1:89 (to Adolph Marbach,
January 4, 1854).
31 walther to "Hochverehrter Herr Praeses," December 7,
1876, Correspondence, CHI; Walther to the President
of the Wisconsin Synod (P. J. Balding?), July 9, 1878,
Correspondence, CHI; Schmiel, "Relationship," pp. 30-58;
David Schmiel, "State Synods and Geographic Parishes:
The Abortive Movement of the 1870's," Concordia Historical
Institute Quarterly 38 (January 1966) :191-96, see
especially p. 195.
32 Meyer, "Introduction," p. 15.
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with the church as a whole (die Kirche 1m ganzen), to
see that it was built up. 33 The local church was to
endeavor to remain one in spirit with the orthodox church
in the bond of peace and love. 34 This implied a special
responsibility to be one with the Lutheran Church not
only in doctrine but also in life and "to speak with it
[the Lutheran Church] the same thing with the same sense
and meaning, 1 Cor. 1:10. 1135
Walther included many specific applications of
these principles. The congregation was to pray for all
the saints. 36 The congregation was to be willing to seek
advice from sister congregations when it was faced with
a difficult situation and was to be ready to give such
help according to its ability. 37 The congregation was to
look on the needs of sister congregations as its own
needs and so to be ready to offer a helping hand to the
full extent of its power to do so. 38 Walther also wanted
the congregation to be concerned that gifted boys and
youths (begabte Knaben und Jilnglinge, by the grammar
33 walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 45-46, 199.
34 Ibid., pp. 43, 181; see Eph. 4:3.
35 "Mit ihr einerlei Rede zu filhren in Einem Sinn
und einerlei Meinung," ibid., p. 183.
36 Ibid., p. 181.
37 Ibid., p. 196.
38 Ibid. , p. 137.

320
exclusively male) be dedicated to the service of the
church.

The congregation was also to be concerned to

make the necessary preparation for a church career possible for such young men, specifically by supporting
students and founding schools for them. 39

The need for

such schools was one of the important reasons for congregations to cooperate in a synod, in which they could
meet this need much better than as independent congregations.
A congregation, according to Walther, was also to
be concerned for a neighboring congregation that could
not support its own pastor, and it was to let its own
pastor serve that congregation as a daughter congregation
(eine Filial= oder Tochtergemeinde). 40

Walther wrote to

F. C. D. Wyneken that if he (Wyneken) took a trip for the
sake of his health, then it would clearly be the duty of
H. C. Schwan, his neighboring pastor, to help out in
Wyneken's congregation. 41

In a letter Walther once

apologized for having to turn down a request that he
preach in another congregation.
39

He was too busy to do

rbid., pp. 199, 202-4.

40 Ibid., p. 198.
41

walther, Briefe, 2:3 (to F. C. D. Wyneken,
December 30, 1865).

321

so, but he was afraid that he would seem lazy or
unwilling to serve outside his own congregation. 42
Equality Among Congregations
and Pastors
Walther taught that every congregation, no matter
how big or how small, was equal to every other congregation in authority, all having received the power of the
keys equally. 43 The congregati on was it sown supreme
court.

There was no need for any higher court in the

church. 44

Any other judiciary that would be set up in
the church would be by human right. 45 Walther taught
that no congregation could claim any authority over
another, especially not with respect to faith and conscience.

He considered the opposite opinion a form of

.
46
Romanism.

Walther noted that the Missouri Synod was

accused of "separatistic desires for independencen
(separatistische Unabhangigkeitsgelilste) because of this
42 walther to "Mein theurer Herr Pastor!n September
15, 1870, Gutachten, CHI.
43 walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 23, 212; P[ieper),
"Dr. c. F. w. Walther als Theologe," 35 (July-August
1889):225.

44 walther, Western District, 1883, p. 38; nwelches
sind die Eigenschaften," p. 25.
45 walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 20-21; P[ieper),
"Dr. c. F. w. Walther als Theologe," 35 (November 1889):
329.

46 walther, western District, 1883, p. 42.
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doctrine , but Walther also commented that this accusation
was inconsistent with the accusation, also current, that
the synod had hierarchical intentions because there was
in the synod a supervisory authority (Aufsichtsbeh6rden)
and visitors (Visitatorenbltern). 47
Actually Walther did have a high view of the
authority of synodical officials.

They were not mere

figureheads or ceremonial functionaries.

The synodical

president and the presidents of the synodical districts
had real power over the pastors and congregations.

The

' ( authority which they had was the authority to suspend a
pastor or congregation from synodical membership.

This

procedure could ultimately lead to removal from synodical
membership by synodical action.

In other words, Walther

was not a strict "congregationalist" in theory or in
48
practice.
As a result of his position neither strict
congregationalists nor strict supporters of episcopal
power as it is found in the Roman Catholic Church were
pleased with the position of Walther and the Missouri
Synod.

Walther also maintained that all pastors were
equal.

The man in presidential office in the synod was

not in the least more than the country pastor
47 walther, Brosamen, p. 538; see "Uber einige
Hauptpflichten," p. 101.
48 see below, pp. 344-45.
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(Buschpfarrer) • 49

Walther held that it was Lutheran to

believe that a certain subordination (Uber= und
Unterordnung) of pastors could be beneficial or even
necessary in some respects. 50

The Augsburg Confession

had taught, he noted, that bishops could have a certain
authority but only by human right. 51 A church body,
as any organized fellowship (in jeder geordneten
Gemeinschaft), would have some such structure for
appeals. 52 There would be very real authority. But
Walther specifically rejected the idea of having anything
like arbitrary episcopal power in the Lutheran Church.
Such a system could be adopted only by giving up Lutheran
doctrine (nur mit Darangabe der Lehre unserer Kirche).
For a Lutheran to join the Episcopalian (Anglican) Church,
which taught that the bishop's office was by divine right
higher than the pastoral office, was a form of apostasy
(Abfall). 53 Walther considered it unadvisable to use the
episcopal title for synodical visitors be~ause of the bad
connotations which the title had accumulated.

The

49 walther, "Uber einige Hauptpflichten,n p. 101;
see Rechte Gestalt, p. 212; Kirche und Amt, p. 374.
50walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 214.
51walther, western District, 1883, p. 65; see

Article XXVIII of the Augsburg Confession.
52walther, Briefe, 2:205 (to J.C. w. Lindemann,
November 20, 1870).

53 cc. F. w.] w[alther], "Episkopalismus," Lehre
und Wehre 19 (May 1873):157.
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situation was different, Walther believed, for the
Scandinavian Lutherans because they had had bishops "in
the Protestant sense" of the word since the Reformation.

54

Walther insisted that i t was not at all contrary
to Lutheran theology to ascribe to every congregation
equal authority in its own · internal affairs.

The con-

trary impression had been falsely derived from the
prevalent consistorial form of church government in
Germany.

Walther thought that this form of church polity,

especially as it was found in nineteenth century Germany,
was not in accord with Lutheran theology. 55

One of

Walther's purposes in writing Die rechte Gestalt had been
to show that the old orthodox Lutheran theologians, even
though they were living in a state church situation, with
consistorial polity, still conceived of the local congregation as being independent of the state and that the
doctrine of Walther and the Missouri Synod was therefore
in agreement with the mainstream of Lutheran theology. 56

540 1m protestantischen Sinne, 11 [C. F. W.]
W[alther], "Visitatoren=Amt," Lehre und Wehre 20
(December 1874) :377.
55walther, Pastorale, pp. 368-71.
56
walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. iv; Otto Willkomm,
"Vorwort," Die Kirche frei vom Staate: Sechsundsechzig
Leits~tze mit biblischen Beweisstellen entnommen aus
D. C. F. w. Walthers Referat:
"Die rechte Gestalt einer
vom Staate unabh~n i en Orts emeinde" (Zwickau [Sachsen):
Verlag des Schriftenvereins E. Klarner), 1919), p. 6.
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Walther admitted that there could have been times
when episcopal or consistorial polity was beneficial
(erspriesslich) for the church, and he thought that there
had actually been great blessings on the Lutheran Church
in Germany under consistories and in Scandinavia under
bishops.

But he still insisted that the best and most

beneficial (die heilsamste) for the church was the freedom that Missouri Synod congregations enjoyed. 57 Walther
believed that the consistories as they had originally
been set up, and as Luther had helped set them up and had
approved of them, had been only advisory (berathend).
They had not originally possessed the authority they
later gained. 58 According to Walther, Luther had later
in his life become very displeased with the consistories
and the authority they were assuming.

At least five times

Walter quoted a statement from Luther's Table Talk where
Luther said, "We must break up the consistory, for we do
not want shortly to have the lawyers and the pope in
1' t • .. 59

57 walther, Brosamen, p. 524.
58 walther, "Uber einige Hauptpflichten," p. 54;
Western District, 1883, p. 40; 1885, p. 33. The conception of advisory authority has been misunderstood. See
below, pp. 345-53. See also August R. Suelflow,
"Congregational Autonomy," Concordia Journal 3 (November
1977) :261-69.
59 walther, Western District, 1883, p. 40; 1885,
pp. 3 5, 40, 4 5; Bros amen, p. 502; "Uber einige
Hauptpflichten," p. 55. Walther's source was Luthers
Werke, Halle'sche Ausg. Bd. XXII, 2210.
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The Congregation's Right to be
Independent But Its Res~nsibility to Join a Syn
Walther taught that it was not optional for a
Christian to join an orthodox congregation when i t was
possible for him to do so.

It was mandatory where pos-

sible because the congregation existed by divine right
(divini juris).

But for the congregation to join a synod

was optional because the synod existed by human right
(hwnanijuris).

60

Because it was by human right, a synod

itself was not absolutely necessary.

61

According to a

Concordia Seminary faculty opinion, in which Walther participated, membership in a synod was an adiaphoron.
had neither commanded nor forbidden it. 62 It was a
matter of Christian freedom.

63

God

The congregation could

exist independently, and in its independence it would
still possess full church power and authority.

The

opposite opinion, that a connection with other churches
60
walther, Briefe, 2:88 (to Pastor Ch. H. Lober,
March 25, 1867); see Walther to Pastors w. Mackensen, H.
Sagehorn, and A. Rehn, May 21, 1872, Correspondence, CHI.
61
walther, Pastorale, pp. 393-94; P[ieper], "Dr.
C. F. w. Walther als Theologe," 35 (November 1889) :329.
62
Walther, G. Schaller, M. Guenther, F. Pieper,
and R. Lange (Concordia Seminary faculty) to "Ehrwilrdiger
Herr! Geliebter Bruder in dem HErrn Christo!" February
16, 1884, Gutachten, CHI.
63
walther, "Welches sind die Eigenschaften,"
p. 99; Walther to A. Lange, January 25, 1859.
Correspondence, CHI.
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was necessary, Walther considered "an error on which the
papacy is founded." 64
If Walther and the Missouri Synod, which was very
largely in agreement with his position on the church,
had emphasized nothing more than has been said so far,
then it would be true that "The doctrine of Missouri is a
thoroughgoing congregationalism.• 65 It is true that the
growth of the external synodical organization was not in
itself Walther's primary goa1. 66 But Walther and the
Missouri Synod in his day never considered it right for
a congregation to stand aloof or to remain unconcerned
and indifferent to the church beyond its locality.
Walther said at the 1883 convention of the Western
District:
Every congregation is therefore admittedly bound
according to God's Word to be one with other orthodox
congregations in the doctrine revealed in God's Word.
If it does not seek this unity, it is a false church.
But the external relationship with other congregations, perhaps through a synod, gives nothing to and
6411 Ein Irrthum, auf welchem das Pabstthwn gegrUndet
ist," Walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 19-20i see Pastorale,
p. 394; Hochstetter, Geschichte, pp. 74-75i Steege,
"Walther a Champion," p. 53i P[ieper], "Dr. C. F. w.
Walther als Theologe," 35 (November 1889):329-30.
65 Bergendoff, Doctrine of the Church, p. 32.
66 John Martin Weidenschilling, "The Rise, Progress
and Influence of the Evangelical Lutheran Synod of
Missouri, Ohio and other States" (S.T.D. dissertation,
Lutheran Theological Seminary, Maywood, Illinois, 1940),
p. 105. A copy of this dissertation is in CHI.
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takes nothing from the congregation. It can be a
proper church even without it. But whether it is
acting according to love if it stubbornly refuses to .
join an orthodox synod is, of course, another
question.67
Walther quoted the seventeenth century Lutheran theologian Johann Huelsemann to the effect that synodical
relationships were only by human right but that holding
unity of faith with other churches was by divine right.

68

Walther's total conception of the church, both
visible and invisible, is relevant here.

The doctrine

of the invisible church was a doctrine of comfort, but
it was no excuse for the congregation to remain independent of the church beyond its boundaries, just as it was
no excuse for the individual Christian to remain independent of the congregation.

Rather, the doctrine that the

church, the whole number of people who were Christians,
was to be found wherever the Word was proclaimed, functioned in Walther's thought as an incentive to seek
6711 Jede Gemeinde ist also freilich nach Gottes
Wort verbunden, in der in Gottes Wort geoffenbarten
Lehre mit andern, rechtglaubigen Gemeinden eins zu sein;
wenn sie diese Einigkeit nicht sucht, ist sie eine falsche
Kirche. Die ausserliche Verbindung mit andern Gemeinden
aber, etwa vermittelst einer Synode, giebt oder nimmt
der Gemeinde nichts, sie kann auch ohne dieselbe eine
rechte Kirche sein. Ob sie unter Umstanden nach der
Liebe handelt, wenn sie den Anschluss an eine rechtglaubige Synode beharrlich verweigert, ist freilich eine
andere Frage." Walther, Western District, 1883, p. 44.
The emphasis was Walthers.
68
Walther, Grundlegende Satze, p. 7, citing Johann
Huelsemann, Introd. in libb. symb. p. 750.
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visible fellowship with as many of these Christians as
confessed the orthodox faith.

The church was collective,

and all its members were related to one another because
of their common relationship to Christ.

Walther's whole

emphasis on the visible church and the true visible .
church is entirely directed towards a much larger fellowship than the local congregation. 69
It was this requirement to work for unity of
faith which made joining a synod a matter of conscience.
In an 1845 letter to Wilhelm Sihler, regarding the possibility of forming a synod, Walther said that they could
not in good conscience refuse to organize a synod if it
was at all possible. 70 In America he perceived a great
danger that independent congregations would only become
new sects.

Walther did not believe that unity of faith

could be maintained without setting up a synod.

Nor

could the individuals gifts otherwise be used for the
common good. 71 It must be remembered that for Walther
69 see above, pp. 57-67, 113-23, 123-47, and
below, pp. 358-79.
70walther, Briefe, 1:11 (to Wilhelm Sihler,
January 2, 1845).
71 Ibid., pp .- 6, 11.
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the purpose in joining a synod was the building of the
kingdom of God. 7 2

The synod was not an end in itself.

-I-

At first glance, Walther seems to have been
somewhat ambiguous on this point.

While joining a synod

was an adiaphoron, Walther could say that a pastor who
did not join a synod was showing "a sinfully independentistic, schismatic spirit.1173 Walther also laid synodical
membership on the conscience of the pastor when he wrote:
But nevertheless a preacher who, insisting on his
freedom, wanted to remain independent with his congregation, although he was offered the opportunity
to join an orthodox synod, would thereby be acting
contrary to the purpose of his office, contrary to
the well-being of his congregation, and contrary to
his duty with respect to the church as a whole and
would reveal that he was a separatist.74
But for Walther synodical membership could become a
matter of conscience not because i t was not an adiaphoron
but because it could in certain circumstances be the best
way to preserve unity in faith, which was not an
adiaphoron, and because i t could bring great blessing to
72

walther, Rechte Gestalt, pp. 212-14i see
P[ieper], "Dr. C. F. w. Walther als Theologe," 35
(November 1889):330.
7311 Einen sUndlichen independentistischen,
schismatischen Geist," Walther, Pastorale, p. 69.
7411 Nichts desto weniger wUrde jedoch ein Prediger,
welcher, auf seiner Freiheit bestehend, mit seiner
Gemeinde unabhangig bleiben wollte, obgleich ihm Gelegenheit geboten ware, sich an eine rechtglaubige Synode
anzuschliessen, damit wider den Zweck seines Amtes, wider
die Wohlfahrt seiner Gemeinde und wider seine Pflicht
gegen die Kirche im Ganzen handeln und sich als ein
Separatist offenbaren." Walther, Pastorale, p. 397. The
emphasis was Walther's.
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the congregation and to the church as a whole.

Whether

or not to join a synod was a situational decision.

Just

as a congregation would decide other adiaphora on the
basis of what was best for the church and for the individual's salvation, and so would be acting conscientiously, so the congregation could decide this adiaphoron
as a matter of freedom but also as using its freedom
conscientiously for the benefit of Christ's people.
depended on what synod was under consideration.

Much

Walther

thought that it was much better to be independent than to
join a synod that was not orthodox.

The decision about

synodical membership could accordingly take a good deal
of time. 75 There could be different reasons why a given
congregation would not want to join a synod.

It might

be some weakness of faith or ignorance or self-will
(Eigensinn). 76 So Walther saw that there could be bad
motives behind the refusal to join a synod.

There could

also be valid reasons for delaying synodical membership.
Walther would advocate very patient dealings in such a
situation ■-

He also perceived that there could be bad

motives on the part of a congregation in joining a
synod, but in this case Walther applied the axiom "the
75walther, "Welches sind die Eigenschaften, 11 p. 75.
76 walther and G. Schaller, M. Guenther, F. Pieper,
R. Lange (Concordia Seminary faculty) to "Ehrwilrdiger
Herr! Geliebter Bruder in dem HErrn Christo!" February
16, 1884, Gutachten, CHI.
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church does not judge about hidden things.• 77

As

synodical president or as a very influential preacher and
professor in the church he would never deal judgmentally
with a congregation.
Because the synod existed only by human right,
the congregation also had the option of leaving the
synod. 78

A congregation that was without a preacher

might call a preacher from another synod and simply go
79
ahead and join that other synod.
Walther also wrote in
a letter to German churchman Friedrich Brunn that a congregation could separate from a state church since that
arrangement was in and of itself by no means more holy
than a synod.

80

James Schaaf has accused Grabau, Loehe, and
Walther of being "blind to the fact that the forms of
7711 oe occultis non judicat ecclesia." Walther to
A. Lange, January 25, 1859, Correspondence, CHI.
78 Pieper, Christliche Dogmatik, 3:486, including
a reference to Walther, Pastorale, pp. 393-94.
79 walther, Briefe, 2:125-26 {to August Crull,
April 10, 1868). According to a Concordia Seminary
faculty opinion, a congregation could not belong to a
synod to which its pastor did not belong. Walther and
the rest of the faculty were not in this way
"laying down the law" to the church but were simply
expressing what they understood to be the nature of a
synodical fellowship. Walther, G. Schaller, M. Guenther,
F. A. Schmidt {Concordia Seminary faculty) to "Verehrter
Herr Pastor! Geliebter Bruder in dem HErrn JEsu!" April
1, 1876, Correspondence, CHI.
80walther to Friedrich Brunn, December 5, 1873,
Correspondence, CHI.
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church government which are suitable for one time and
place may not always be the best for another situation: 81
This charge cannot accurately be raised against Walther.
He maintained that no true Lutherans insisted on one form
of church polity as the only valid one. 82 According to
his 1848 synodical convention address, he considered it
the duty of Lutheran preachers to inform the congregations "that the choice of the polity of the church is an
inalienable part of their Christian freedom, •
But for Walther, as has been shown above, this did not
mean that all options would always be open.

The congre-

gation still had to make conscientious decisions about
what was best for itself, for the individual's salvation,
and for the church as a whole.

There was also no room

in Walther's teaching for any form of polity that
restricted the freedom of the congregation by insisting
that it was bound to that polity by a divine command.
It should be noted that there was no question in
Walther's mind about a synod consisting of congregations
and preachers.

While he could refer to the clergy as

81 schaaf, "L6he's Relation," pp. 148-49.
82 cc. F. W.] W[alther], "Freikirche," Lehre und
Webre 22 (September 1876):285; see Schmelder, "Walther
at Altenburg," p. BO.
8311 oass die Wahl der Verfassung der Kirche ein

unverausserliches Stilck ihrer christlichen Freiheit
ist, • • . " Walther, Brosamen, p. 525.
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ecclesia representativa, the representative church,

84

this conception did not assume an important place in his
thinking.

Walther thought that the basic meaning of the

word "synod" included the idea that congregations as well
as pastors would hold membership. 85 It was not an association of preachers but an association of congregations.86

In a less formal sense Walther could also speak
of individuals as members of the synod, 87 but in more
precise terminology the synodical convention was "an
assembly of representatives of the congregations. 1188
Laymen played an important part in the synodical conventions.

They had seat and voice (Sitz und Stimme) just

as the pastors did, and Walther considered them co-workers
84walther, Briefe, 1:86 (to Adolph Marbach,
January 4, 1854); see also Baier-Walther, Compendium,
3:655.
85walther, "Uber einige Hauptpflichten, 11 p. 21.
86 c. F. w. Walther, Dass eine Synode nur dann
Christi Werk treibt und sein Reich baut, wenn sie die
Predigt des Evangeliums ihr h6chste Sorge sein lasst.
Zweite Predigt. zur Er6ffnung der Synode im Jahre 1876
Uber Mark 16, 14-16. gehalten und auf Anordnung der
Synode ver6ffentlicht (St. Louis: Druckerei der Synode
von Missouri, Ohio u. a. Staaten, 1876), p. 5; see
Pfotenhauer, "Foreword," p. xi; Walther to "Theure u.
geehrte Brilder in dem HErrn!" January 12, 1875, Correspondence, CHI.
87 walther to I. Heinrich Stollmann, March 22,
1883, Correspondence, CHI.
88 "Eine Versammlung von Vertretern der Gemeinden, 11

Walther, "Uber einige Hauptpflichten, 11 p. 88; see pp.
52-53.
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with God in the work of the synod. 89

This congregational

membership and representation was unusual in American
Lutheranism, especially with respect to the synods on the
east coast. 90
Synod and the Lutheran Confessions
In his 1879 Iowa District essay on some of the
main duties of a Lutheran synod, Walther listed as the
first main duty that the synod be loyal to the confessions
(bekenntnisstreu). 91 The same attitude loomed large in
Walther's mind when he was first corresponding with other
Lutheran pastors in 1845 about the possibility of forming
a synod. Walther wrote to Adam Ernst, one of the Loehe
missioners, that he considered it very importnat that the
synod constitute itself right from the start, next to the
Word of God, on the Lutheran confessions. 92 A public
confession of allegiance to the Word of God was not seen
by Walther as sufficient for a synod to be a Lutheran
synod.

In confessing that it held to the Bible, the

89 walther, Briefe, 1:16 (to Adam Ernst, August 21,
1845); Brosamen, p. 443.
90August R. suelflow, "Significant Contributions,"

p. 22; James L. Schaaf, "Wilhelm Loehe and the Missouri
Synod," Concordia Historical Institute Quarterly 45
(May 1872) :59.
91walther, "Uber einige Hauptpflichten," p. 9.
92 walther, Briefe, 1:16-18 (to Adam Ernst, August
21, 1845); see Steege , 11 Walther a Champion," pp. 43-44;
Mark J. Steege, "Dr. c. F. w. Walther--An Evangelical
Leader in His Synod," The Springfielder 25 (Autumn 1961):
4.
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synod would be declaring itself Christian.

Only by

subscribing to the Lutheran confessions would the synod
be declaring itself Lutheran. 93

_

Papists and sectarians

also subscribed to the Word of God, Walther noted, but
they took the Bible in a false sense.
preted Scripture.

They misinter-

Walther said that by confessing the

doctrine of the Lutheran confessions one was confessing
that he took the Bible in the same sense in which the
Lutheran Church did.

For Walther, confessing Lutheran

doctrine meant a very serious confession of Biblical
doctrine, rejecting the errors of other groups, which
externally also claimed to subscribe to the Bible. 94
Walther also insisted on the great importance of
confessional subscription on the part of congregation
members.

Only in that way, he thought, could a strong

church be built in America.

Congregations would be

accepted as members of a Lutheran synod only if they
also subscribed to the confessions of the Lutheran Church.
A synod that accepted congregations that were of mixed
confessions, Lutheran and Reformed persons both belonging
to the congregation, so-called "united" (vereinigte or
unirte) congregations, was no Lutheran synod, "for as
. { the parts are, so is the whole. " 9 5
93
94

The demand for

walther, "Uber einige Hauptpflichten," p. 11.
Ibid., pp. 11, 13, 18, 20-21.

9511 oenn wie die Theile sind, so ist auch das

Ganze," Walther, "Uber einige Hauptpflichten," pp. 31-32.
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confessional subscription was not forcing a person to
believe (Glaubenszwang), for no force was applied to
make persons join the Lutheran Church.

A person was free

to join the Lutheran Church or not to join it, to remain
with it or to leave it. 96 This was one respect in which
the Lutheran Church and the Missouri Synod were similar
to worldly organizations founded for specific purposes.
Walther said:
Indeed, it is the same way also in worldly matters.
If someone wanted to be accepted in a fellowship
which had been founded for a definite purpose, and
he said, "I want to be a member of your fellowship,
but I will not strive with you towards this goal,"
then the fellowship cannot use him. It is the same
way here from an ecclesiastical point of view. The
Lutheran Church has united to preach and to defend
the pure doctrine of the divine Word as it is laid
down in the confession, and to exclude from itself
all those who do not agree with it [the Lutheran
Church].97
An important application of this need was the
demand for confessional subscription on the part of those
who wanted to be pastors in the synod.

Walther dealt

96 walther, "Warum sollen wir an den Bekenntnissschriften," pp. 81-82.
9711 Es ist ja auch in weltlichen Sachen so. Wenn
Einer sich in eine Gesellschaft aufnehmen liesse, die
zu einem bestimmten Zweck gegrilndet ware, under sagte:
Ich will ein Glied eurer Gesellschaft sein, aber diesen
zweck will ich nicht mit anstreben, so kann die Gesellschaft ihn nicht brauchen. Ebenso ist es hier in
kirchlicher Hinsicht. Die lutherische Kirche hat sich
verbunden, die reine Lehre gottlichen Wortes, wie sie im
Bekenntniss niedergelegt ist, zu predigen und zu
vertheidigen und Alle von sich zu weisen, welche nicht
mit ihr ilbereinstimmen. 11 Walther, "Uber einige
Hauptpf lichten," p. 25.
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with this matter as an integral part of his 1879 Iowa
District essay.

It must be remembered that he was not

dictating to the synod in this essay but was describing
and supporting actual synodical policies for the benefit
of the newly formed Iowa District and its congregations.
Men who wanted to be pastors had to declare that the
faith of the Lutheran Church was their faith and that
98
they would preach nothing else.
This was not forced on
the person, for he was not being forced to be a Lutheran
pastor.

It was simply said that he could not be a pastor

in the Lutheran Church if his faith and confession were
not Lutheran. 99

Walther thought that it was necessary

to proceed slowly and carefully before ordaining a person
so that it could be ascertained that he was able and
sincerely willing to preach the pure doctrine of God's
word.loo

To admit someone to the synod's ministerium in

spite of knowing that he did not know the correct doctrine
made the synod guilty of deception if a congregation was
deceived by him.

This was a very heavy responsibility
for those to whom the synod committed this matter. 101 As
98

Ibid.

99 Ibid., p. 24.
lOOibid., p. 22; see 1 Tim. 5:22.
101
Ibid., p. 23. Walther made it clear that
synodical membership did not lessen the congregation's
responsibility to judge the doctrine of its pastor.
See also below, p. 343.
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a seminary president, Walther was one of those who
experienced the weight of this duty and responsibility.
Everything that had been said about confessional subscription by pastors was also, he explicitly said, to be
applied to Lutheran school teachers. 102
Walther supported the synodical policy which
required that a pastor from another synod go through a
colloquy before becoming a Missouri Synod pastor.

This

doctrinal discussion with synodical representatives was
necessary to prove the pastor's orthodoxy or, negatively
expressed, to remove any and all suspicion about his
doctrinal position. 103 Walther wrote to a pastor who
wanted to join the Missouri Synod that, in the case of a
pastor who held to the old Lutheran position in doctrine
and practice, a colloquy was necessary only for the sake
of the public confessional position of the synod.

104

In

other words, the colloquy was not some sort of legalistic
requirement.

Nor did it betray an extreme degree of

suspicion about other preachers.

It was to be an open

and honest doctrinal discussion about Biblical, Lutheran
doctrine and about maintaining this confessional position
l0 2 Ibid., p. 31.
103 walther to G. E. C. Ferdinand Sievers, October
12, 1878, Correspondence, CHI; Walther to Pastor
Neivowichy, November 8, 1874, Correspondence, CHI;
Walther to Christian Hochstetter, December 2, 1882,
Gutachten, CHI.
104 walther to Rev. Wm. Hoppe, December 28, 1873,
Correspondence, CHI.
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in the face of contemporary opposition.

Walther

suggested that in a colloquy with an American pastor the _
whole order of salvation was to be asked about as well as
all those points which, in doctrine and practice had
become controversial among Lutherans. 105 This reflected
Walther's awareness of the theological situation in
American Lutheranism and among American denominations in
general.
Synod and Unity in Pure Doctrine
Walther valued nothing about the Missouri Synod
as much as he did the unity in pure doctrine which he
perceived in it. 106 For Walther doctrinal unity and
external unity under one church government went
together. 107 He saw it as the duty of every congregation
to try to be at one with the whole Lutheran Church in
doctrine, both saying the same things and attaching the
same meaning to them. 108 There was to be both purity
and unity of doctrine (Reinheit und Einheit der Lehre),
which Walther considered the true precious jewel of the
105walther to Christian Hochstetter, December 2,
1882, Gutachten, CHI.
106 see Walther, Brosamen, p. 555; "Uber einige
Hauptpflichten," p. 110.
107 walther, Briefe, 1:13 (to Wilhelm Sihler,
January 2, 1845).
108walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 183.
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church. 109

He said that purity of doctrine was the most
important thing for a synod. 110 Walther did not want the

concern for pure doctrine to be looked on as a negative
factor which resulted in many controversies but as a very
positive factor which worked powerfully for the upbuilding
of the kingdom of God, specifically insuring that it
would be built on the best foundation. 111 The church
would in such a synod become more and more what it was
to be. 112
Walther did not brag about the pure doctrine of
the Missouri Synod as if it were due to any human effort.
He gave the credit to God alone.

The Missouri Synod, he
said, was orthodox by the grace of God al~ne. 113 It must

be remembered that Walther did not envision a church body
creating new doctrine.

The church government could not
114
rule over the faith and conscience of anyone.
The
church could not bind consciences to any new laws, much
109 walther, Brosamen, p. 525; see Briefe, 2:35-36
(to Friedrich Brunn, Spring 1866).
110walther, Brosamen, pp. 391-92.
lllibid., p. 448; see pp. 392-93; GoldkBrner,
pp. 106-7; Walther to Pastor Steimle, January 25, 1861,
Correspondence, CHI.
112walther, Brosamen, p. 394.
113 walther, Briefe, 1:160 (to Friedrich Brunn,
March 2, 1861).
114 walther, western District, 1883, P· 31.

342

less to any new doctrines or articles of faith. 115
Teaching pure doctrine did not, in Walther's understand- ing, involve arriving at doctrine that was pure but
rather teaching purely the doctrine that had already been
revealed in the Bible.
Because of the importance of doctrinal unity and
purity, Walther believed that the most important part of
synodical and district conventions was the Lehrverhandlung, the doctrinal essay with its discussion.

These

discussions made an important contribution to doctrinal
unity in the Missouri Synod. 116 Walther rejoiced that
just about every major doctrine had been discussed at
synodical and district conventions during the first
thirty years of the existence of the Missouri Synod.

He

also noted the appreciation among laymen for these
doctrinal discussions.

Lay attendance at those sessions
117
was higher than at the business sessions.
Because of
the importance of these doctrinal discussions, Walther
/(considered it a sad state of affairs when a synod did
nothing at its conventions but conduct business. 118
115 Ibid . , p. 2 7 •
116walther, "Uber e1.n1.ge Hauptpflichten," p. 86;
see Walther to Pastor E. w. Kahler, May 18, 1876, Correspondence, CHI; Steege, "Evangelical Leader," pp. 4-5.
117 walther, "Uber einige Hauptpflichten," p. 87.
118 Ibid., p. 85; seep. 87.
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Walther did not have any illusions about the
perfection of the Missouri Synod.

He knew that there

were many poor pastors who belonged to it, and he felt
a large amount of responsibility for that fact. 119 But
the principle for Walther and for the Missouri Synod was
that the synod could not depose a pastor. Only the congregation could do that. 120 But the synod retained the
right to decide who could or could not hold or retain
membership in the synod. 121 This was a form of church
discipline. 122 There was a certain subordination in
every orderly fellowship, according to Walther.

Every

one had his superior, up to the top level, from which
there could be no appeal. 123 In the synodical structure
there were district presidents and then the synodical
president.
119 walther, Briefe, 2:167 (to H. C. Schwan,
December 17, 1869). See above, pp. 338-39.
120walther to Pastor Chr. Merkel, January 10,
1885, Gutachten, CHI; Walther to "Mein theurer Bruder!"
November 16, 1878, Correspondence, CHI.
121 weidenschilling, "Rise, Progress and Influence,"
p. 60; see August R. Suelflow, "Walther and Church
Polity," Concordia Theological Monthly 32 (October 1961):
639-40; Walther to Johanna Marthena, Ernestine Sauer,
Wilhelmina Kilhl u. Wilhelmine Sauer, Spetember 16, 1877.
This letter was a reply to a letter by these women in the
name of the women of St. ~aul's Congregation, Detroit,
Michigan. It is in Correspondence, CHI.
122walther, "Uber einige Hauptpflichten," pp. 64-65.
123 walther, Briefe, 2:205 (to J.C. w. Lindemann,
November 12, 1870).
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Walther had a high view of the power of the
district and synodical presidents to suspend persons from
synodical membership or synodical office.

At a general

pastoral conference following the 1881 synodical convention, the convention at which the synod took such a firm
stand in the Predestinarian Controversy, Walther expressed
his conviction that a president could not permit those
who disagreed with the synod on predestination to work
within the synod. 124 Walther was not afraid to use this
authority himself.

There was a mild controversy between

Walther and J.C. w. Lindemann, director of the teacher's
seminary at Addison, Illinois, about the ecclesiastical
position of the teacher in a congregation's day school.
Walther, who was the synodical president at that time,
125
. 1 y t o suspend L'ind emann over the issue.
·
threa t ened simp
/But it must be remembered that, while a person could be
suspended from synodical membership or synodical office,
there was no power in the synod which could depose a
'-.pastor. 126 That remained in the power of the local
124verhandlungen der Zweiten Allgemeinen Pastoralconferenz, p. 56; see Walther to Ottomar Fuerbringer,
August 25, 1877, Correspondence, CHI, advising
Fuerbringer, as a district president, to suspend a pastor
who was persisting in doctrinal error.
125walther, Briefe, 2:55-56 (to~- c. w. Lindemann,
September 27, 1866).
126walther to Pastor Chr. Merkel, January 10, 1885,
Gutachten, CHI.
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congregation.

Synodical discipline had to do only with

synodical membership or, in cases like Lindemann's,
synodical office.

Walther advocated care and caution in

such proceedings.

One was not to initiate doctrinal
discipline too quickly or on unimportant points. 127 But
the same caution was in order with respect to discipline
of the way of life of synodical members.

It was unavoid-

able, Walther said, that persons within the synod would
offend one another.

Love was very necessary in such
situations to hold the fellowship together. 128 Walther

was not harsh or rash in these matters.

He was evan-

gelical, not legalistic, in his entire view of and approach
to discipline on a synodical as well as on a congregational level.
The Synod as an Advisory Body
Walther conceived of the synod as limited in its
power with respect to the local congregation.

The synod

was only an advisory body over against the local congregation in matters that pertained to the congregation's
self-government.

It was Walther's St. Louis congregation

that proposed to the first synodical convention, 1847,
that a paragraph be added to the constitution indicating
that the synod was only an advisory body with respect to
127 walther, "Uber einige Hauptpflichten," PP·
108-10.
128 rbid., pp. 102-5.
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the member congregations.

This amendment was not

ratified by the congregations.

It was again adopted by ..

the synodical convention in 1853 as part of the general
work of reorganizing the syn9(i by creating the district
structure.

This whole plan was ratified by the congre-

gations and became part of the synod's constitution in
1854. 129 This provision did not deprive the synod of
all its power.

Dr. August Suelflow has penetratingly

shown that this paragraph (Article VII) of the constitution in 1854 limited the synod's powers only with respect
to matters of congregational self-government. 130

The

/

synod could not dictate to a congregation.
.//

But synodical

resolutions were binding on the synod as a synod.

They

did not have to be adopted by every congregation before
they were in force.

Dr. August Suelflow has also

written:
If it was Walther's and the Synod's intention that no
resolution was binding upon the parishes unless the
parish itself formally adopted it, one would expect
to find reports from the parishes to this effect. No
mention is made of such action at any convention. In
fact, it is doubtful whether congregations took time
to vote on the convention resolutions except on rare
occasions, although they were thoroughly discussed in
the voters' assemblies.
Self-government therefore did not include the
right of the individual congregation to ignore the
129August R. Suelflow, "Walther and Church Polity,"
pp. 636-37; see Fuerbringer, "Walther als Kirchenmann,"
pp. 723-24; August R. Suelflow, "Congregational
Autonomy," Concordia Journal 3 (November 1977) :264-65.
130August R. Suelflow, "Congregational Autonomy,"
pp. 265-67.
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resolution adopted by a convention. Such an
interpretation would nullify the very purpose in
organizing a synod, namely, to do jointly what individual congregations could not do adequately.131
Walther did not merely believe that the advisory
nature of a synod was a good practical idea.
it also in theory.

He held to

According to Pieper, it was Walther's

viewpoint that synods, consistories, or any collegiate
church government could have only advisory power
(berathende Gewalt). 132 Walther said at the Iowa District
convention in 1879 that a person could make laws for
himself and a congregation could make laws for

itself.

But a synod could not make laws and impose them on congregations in matters of their self-government.

This

position applied to indifferent things or adiaphora,
things that had not been decided by the Word of God.

In

such matters, the congregation was free to accept or to
reject any synodical resolution.

If the synod tried to

enforce its will on the congregation, the congregation
could simply leave the synod. 133 The synod existed not
to rule but to serve.
the synod at any time.

A congregation was free to leave
In fact, it was pointed out in a

Concordia Seminary faculty opinion that according to the
131 August R. suelflow, "Walther and Church Polity,"
p. 638.
132 p[ieper], "Dr. c. F. w. Walther als Theologe,"
35 (November 1889):330.
133walther "Uber einige Hauptpflichten," PP• 53-54.

j
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constitution of the Missouri Synod a congregation could
terminate its membership simply by not sending represen- tatives to three consecutive conventions.
synod was a simple matter. 134

Leaving the

The limitations of the synod to an advisory
function applied only to congregational not to synodical
matters.

In synodical matters, the synod was governed

by the synodical conventions and their resolutions.

The

advisory limitation applied also only to adiaphora, not
to doctrine.

The synod as a synod did in Walther's day

take firm stands in doctrinal controversies.

It opposed

Chiliasm in no uncertain terms at the 1857 convention,
and the Thirteen Theses adopted at the convention of 1881
also constituted a firm and definite doctrinal position
in the Predestinarian Controversy.

These doctrinal

resolutions had implications not only for church fellowship with other synods but also for membership in the
Missouri Synod.

Those who did not assent to the

Scriptural doctrine adopted by synodical resolution were
subject to discipline and could eventually be suspended
and finally expelled from synodical membership.

There

was no thought that the doctrinal resolutions might have
to be ratified by the congregations of the synod as if
they were constitutional amendments.
134

Such doctrinal

Walther, G. Schaller, M. Guenther, F. Pieper,
R. Lange (Concordia Seminary faculty) to "Ehrwiirdiger
Herr! Geliebter Bruder in dem HErrn Christo!" February
16, 1884, Gutachten, CHI.
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matters were part of the business of the synod.

These

examples from Walther's day indicated that he and the
synod did not at that time understand the synod as being
absolutely and in every respect limited to a purely
advisory role.

That advisory function applied only to
,r
_ggngx:eqatio~al self-government. 135
Walther had to face a situation in America in
which many German immigrants, who had experienced the
problems of the consistorial form of church polity, had
a certain fear (Scheu) of joining a synod, as if it were
a kind of consistory that would attempt to rule the
congregation. 136

Walther's 1879 Iowa District convention

essay was designed specifically to dispel such fears.

In

that essay Walther quoted the synodical constitution to
the effect that the synod was only an advisory body and
that congregations were not bound to accept its resolutions.

A synodical resolution was binding on the congre-

gation in a congregational matter only when the congrega.
t ion

·t. . 137
accep t e d 1

The congregation, by joining the

synod, did accept the provisions of the synodical constitution.

With respect to adiaphora the synod had no power

135August R. suelflow, "Congregational Autonomy,"
pp. 268-69; August R. Suelflow, "Remembering Zion,"
pp. 160-63.
136walther, "Uber einige Hauptpflichten," p. 44;

Dass eine Synode nur dann Christi Werk treibt, p. 4.
137 walther, "Uber einige Hauptpflichten," pp. 56-57 •
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to enforce its will on the congregation.

The

congregation could reject the synod's advice, even if it
were good advice.
congregation.

The synod could not lay any tax on the

The congregation was free to reject or to

ignore any synodical resolution that was contrary to the
Word of God or did not pertain to the conditions or
situation of the local church. 138

At the Western District

convention in 1883 Walther explained that the congregation was not endangering but was guaranteeing its freedom
by joining the Missouri Synod.

Walther himself referred

to his own justly famous synodical address of 1848, in

--K.(

which he had declared that_ th~.,._~s;........:;n~o~d=--=h=a=d:....;n~~ -~ ~ority
p ut that of the Word of God. 1 3 9
But for Walther doctrine was not an adiaphoron.
It was most certainly and clearly spelled out in the Word
of God.

✓✓

/

So it can well be repeated that agreeing with

the synod when i t confessed doctrine was not optional for

, the congregation.

The best example from Walther's day

was the Thirteen Theses on predestination, written by
Walther and adopted by the synodical convention in 1881.
These theses were used to determine both inter-synodical
fellowship and synodical membership.
138

Those who disagreed

Ibid., pp. 57-58; see Walther, Brosamen, pp.
518-19, 524; Walther to "Theure u. geehrte Bruder in dem
HErrn!" January 12, 1875, Correspondence, CHI.
139walther, Western District, 1883, p. 25; see
"Uber einige Hauptpflichten, 11 pp. 67-68. The 1848
address is in Brosamen, pp. 517-27.
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left the synod.

140

Although the synod had no power but

that of the Word of God, Walther definitely, according
to his 1848 synodical address, wanted the synod to exercise the full power and authority of that word. 141
A very interesting study could be made of how
this theory worked out in practice.

It could be done,

for instance, in terms of Walther's work as synodical
president.

He held that office from 1847 to 1850 and

again from 1864 to 1878.

Once, when Walther was general

president and H. C. Schwan was a district president, he
wrote to Schwan that in making recommendations to congregations they were to be careful not to look like a consistory, for they had no such authority. 142

Walther was

very conscious that the synodical president had no
authority to become involved in the affairs of a congregation unless he was specifically asked to become so
involved. 143

Walther considered it foolish (th6richt) for

the congregations to fear that they would lose their
140August R. Suelflow, "Walther and Church Polity,"
pp. 639-40. See also August R. Suelflow, "Remembering
Zion," pp. 159-65.
141 walther, Brosamen, pp. 526-27.
142walther, Briefe, 2:21 (to H. C. Schwan, March 5,
1866) • .
143 walther to Herren H. Reif,

w.

Albrecht, Rohahn,
Jung, Thumeling, Schmuckel, Herbst, Schwainberk, and
Waltz, May 16, 1876, Correspondence, CHii Walther to Herr
Quabius, September 20, 1870, Gutachten, CHii Walther to
Herr K6nemann, March 23, 1876, Gutachten, CHii Walther to
Schuricht, July 2, 1885, Gutachten, CHI.
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physical property to the synod. The synod, he thought,
144
needed no local property.
Synodical officials could
be called in to advise the congregations on given problems, but the pastors could also appeal to them.

Synod-

ical advisors would ideally be impartial in any dispute
between a pastor and a congregation. 145
Because the laymen had such a strong role in the
government of the Missouri Synod, the constitution was
sharply criticized by Loehe, Grabau, and the Iowa and
Buffalo Synods.
rule. 11146

It was characterized as "American mob

Walther defended the synod against this charge

in his 1848 synodical address by asking how it could be
an ungodly popular rule (eine ungottliche Volksherrschaft)
for the people to exercise the rights that God had given
them.

The people were to regulate those things which the

Word of God left open to them and to obey the pastor only
when he was clearly speaking the Word of God.

Popular

rule, Walther thought, could be subject to criticism
(schimpflich) only when the people tried to tell the
preacher what he could and could not preach from the Word
of God, or when the people assumed the authority to
144walther, "Uber einige Hauptpflichten," p. 59.
145 Ibid., pp. 9, 73.
146August R. Suelflow, "Significant Contributions,"
p. 31; Hochstetter, Geschichte, pp. 284-85; Mundinger,
Government, p. 200.
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contradict the Word of God or to hinder the conduct of
the ministerial office according to the Word of God, or
when the people tried to exclude the pastor from the
decision-making process in congregational affairs and to
subject him to their decisions. 147 Both Walther and,
later, Pieper were able to point to the actual success
and endurance of the Missouri Synod as a refutation of the
warnings that had been pronounced early in its history. 148
Walther presented to the Iowa District convention
in 1879 the conception of mutual subjection.

Christians

were free, but out of love it was their desire to serve
one another.

Some subjection was necessary in any society

or fellowship, and the synod was such a society.

Within

the limits so carefully defined, some officials would
have to be set up with authority not to rule but to
serve.

Actually, according to Walther, there were two

kinds of ruling (Regieren).

One kind made laws that were

binding on consciences, and only Jesus Christ had that
kind of authority in the church.

The other kind was that
149
of a society which obeyed rules it had made for itself.
147 walther, Brosamen, p. 526.
148walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. iv; P[ieper], "Dr.

c. F. w. Walther als Theologe," 35 (November 1889):331.
149walther, "Uber einige Hauptpflichten," pp. 96102.
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The Purposes of the Synod
Walther had much to say about the purposes of the
Missouri Synod.

It was not an end in itself.

Walther

said that the Missouri Synod was to prefer to cease to
exist rather than to cause any problems for the church as
a whole.

I
/

When the members began to care more about the

synod than about the kingdom of God, then the synod would
become a sect.

The

cal was not the growth ~f the synod
150
bu:-t he glory of God and the salvation of souls.
The
/ synod existed for missionary purposes, to save souls, and

✓

for Christian educational purposes, that the members
would grow in the knowledge of doctrine. 151 The synod
also existed to supply the congregations with good, loyal
152
pastors.
God had given different gifts to different
people, different congregations, and ditferent preachers.
The synod was to be a sort of pool of talent and abilities where all these God-given resources could be shared
153
and used for the cpmmon good.
The synod also had the
purpose of providing the members with good Christian
150Ibid., pp. 111-12, 115; see Brosamen, pp. 51825; Western District, 1873, p. 32.
151 walther, Dass eine Synode nur dann Christi Werk
treibt, pp. 5-7, 11; "Ober einige Hauptpflichten, 11 pp.
10, 87, 113, 116-17; Brosamen, pp. 404, 428, 517.
152walther, Brosamen, pp. 403-4; "Uber einige
Hauptpflichten, 11 pp. 61, 63; Briefe, 1:160 (to Friedrich
Brunn, March 2, 1861); Western District, 1883, p. 40.
153
walther, "Uber einige Hauptpflichten, 11 pp. 74-75,
84-85; Briefe, 1:122 (to J. A. Ottesen, August 27, 1859).
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reading material, pure in doctrine. 154

Finally> Walther

taught that the synod existed for the sake of posterity
(Nachkommen), for the church was the mother of those who
were yet to be saved. 155 Christian doctrine had to be
preserved to be preached to future generations.
Walther also had to deal with the question of
congregations leaving synods.

He said that a Lutheran

was "so to speak, by nature conservative," and could only
be brought to break up the relationships into which God
had put him when remaining in such a relationship would
violate his conscience. 156 So for Walther, who was
writing in that case to a German pastor about leaving the
state church, it was not ·simply a matter of whim or
pleasure for a person or congregation to leave a church
body.

It was a most serious matter which had to be care-

fully considered as a matter of conscience.

Walther wrote

to members of the Canada Synod that it was their right
and duty to leave that synod if they were convinced that
it was not good for them, for their congr~gations, or for
the kingdom of God for them to remain in ·that synod, or if
remaining in the synod became a hindrance to the kingdom
154 E.g. Walther, "Uber einige Hauptpflichten,"
pp. 94-95.
155 rbid., pp. 116-17.
15611 sozusagen von Natur konservativ," Walther,

Briefe, 2:194 (to Friedrich Brunn, March 21, 1870).
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of God. 157

But in a letter to a laymen from Berlin who

was dissatisfied in the state church, Walther distinguished between kinds of erros in which a church body
could find itself.

If the fellowship erred only out of

human weakness, then a person was to have patience with
it and not leave too soon.

One was to leave a fellowship
158
only if the group was becoming obdurate in its error.
To a student at Erlangen who was similarly troubled with
the Bavarian state church, Walther pointed out that
Christians had not been commanded to leave the congregations at Corinth and in Galatia in spite of all their
159
problems.
If the individual member of an erring church
came to recognize correct doctrine, then it still
depended on the kind of church body in which he found
himself whether or not he was to leave it.

If he came to

this knowledge of true doctrine but was in a church body
that was founded on error (the Roman Catholic Church, the
Reformed Church, one of the Union Churches), then he was
to leave right away.

But if he found himself in a church

that had originally been correct in doctrine but into
157 walther to Pastors w. Mackensen, H. Sagehorn,
and A. Rehn, May 21, 1872, Correspondence, CHI.
158
Walther, Briefe, 1:181 (to Herr Eggen, August 19,
1862). This letter is also in Correspondence, CHI. See
Steege, "Walther a Champion," pp. 53-54; Walther, Briefe,
2:196 (to Joh. Fackler, March 24, 1870).
159 walther, Briefe, 1:177-78 (to Joh. Fackler,
January 21, 1870).
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which abuses had penetrated, then he was bound to take
time first to try to reform that church body before
leaving.

He was to attempt to bring that church body

back to its original state.

Walther drew the distinction

between a sinking ship and a leaking one.
to be abandoned.

The former had
The latter had to be repaired. 160

Walther had held this position since the time of the
Altenburg Debate, where his seventh thesis had stated
that erring church bodies were to be reformed rather than
disbanded. 161 It was also time for the individual to
leave a church body if he was forced oµt as if he himself
were a sectarian or a disturber of the peace of that
church body. 162 In another context, Walther wrote to a
Norwegian-American pastor:
I consider it quite right that you have not left the
synod. As long as they do not want to force you to
deny the truth or to be silent about it, you must
remain. Only if the synod as a whole sets up a common confession of error and a judgment rejecting the
truth has the time come for you to leave, even if
they [then] wanted to bear with you as a weak member,
for a fellowship which only tolerates the truth is no
longer a Lutheran [fellowship].163
160walther, Briefe, 2:194-96 (to Joh. Fackler,
March 24, 1870).
161x6stering, Auswanderung, p. 52; Forster, Zion,
p. 524.
162walther, Briefe, 1:181 (to Herr Eggen,
August 29, 1862).
16311 oass Sie nicht aus der Synode ausgetreten sind,
halte ich fur ganz richtig. Solange man Sie nicht
n6tigen will, die Wahrheit zu verleugnen oder doch zu
verschweigen, milssen Sie bleiben. Erst wenn die Synode
als Ganzes ein gemeinsames Bekenntnis zum Irrtum u. ein
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Church Fellowship
Walther was very sincere and serious about church
fellowship.

He was equally unhappy about the external
divisions of Christendom. 164 If, in the Predestinarian
Controversy, fellowship could have been maintained without going against conscience, then he said he would have
participated in it "with a thousand joys. 11165

"Heart-

rending" was the description Walther used in a letter to
a Norwegian-American pastor to characterize the breakdown
of fellowship between synods that resulted from that
controversy. 166
Walther knew that fellowship was mandatory
according to the Word of God with those with whom there
was agreement about faith.

He wrote in Kirche und Amt:

But God's Word also explicitly says that a
Christian should have fellowship with those who
confess the correct faith and that he must guard
Urteil der Verwerfung der Wahrheit aufstellt, 1st fur Sie
die Zeit des Austritts gekommen, selbst wenn man Sie als
Schwache tragen wollte, denn eine Gemeinschaft, welche
die Wahrheit nur duldet, 1st keine lutherische mehr."
Walther to Pastor V. Koren, August 13, 1883, Correspondence, CHI.
164walther, "Uber einige Hauptpflichten," p. 41;
Evangelien Pastille, pp. 175-76; Bramel, Homiletische
Charakterbilder, p. 322.
16511 Mit tausend Freuden," Verhandlungen der Zweiten
Allgemeinen Pastoralconferenz, p. 48.
16611 Herzzerreissend, 11 Walther to Pastor V. Koren,
April 26, 1881, Correspondence, CHI.
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himself against giving cause to divisions and splits
through word or deed.167
Walther believed that it was the principle of the Lutheran
Church to hold fellowship with all those who had the same
faith but to reject fellowship with those who rejected
the Lutheran confessional position in whole or in
168
part.
Pieper expressed Walther's basic convictions
about church fellowship:
Briefly, never and under no circumstances is
there to be church fellowship with churches and
teachers who err in doctrine. Walther says, "With
those who believe false doctrine one can certainly
colloquize and dispute, but one cannot form a
synod.169
It was the duty of the congregation to see that neither
it as a congregation nor any member of it entered into
any kind of churchly unity with those who did not believe
16711 Gottes Wort sagt es aber auch ausdrilcklich,
dass ein Christ Gemeinschaft halten solle mit denen, die
den rechten Glauben bekennen, und sich hilten milsse,
Ursache zu Trennungen und Spaltungen zu geben, sei es
durch Wort oder durch That." Walther, Kirche und Amt,
p. 145, where he cited 1 Cor. 1:10-13; Eph. 4:3-6; 1 John
2:19; Heb. 10:25; Matt. 18:17. See also Walther,
Epistel Postille, pp. 303-5.
168walther, Wahre sichtbare Kirche, pp. 146, 151.
16911 Kurz, mit irrglaubigen Kirchen und Lehrern 1st
nie und unter keinen Umstanden kirchliche Gemeinschaft
zu pf legen. "Mit Falschglaubigen 11 , sagt Walther, 11 kann
man wohl colloquisiren und disputiren, aber nicht
synodisiren." P[ieper], "Dr. C. F. w. Walther als
Theologe," 35 (May 1889):145. The emphasis was Pieper's.
Pieper was apparently quoting something Walther had said
in a class at Concordia Seminary.
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at all or who believed false doctrine. 170

It was also,

according to Walther, for a Lutheran synod, if_ i t wanted
to be loyal to the confessions, to avoid any fellowship
with church bodies that were not fully Lutheran in their
171
confessional position.
Walther perceived many problems in fellowship
with those with whom one was not united in faith.

It

was sinful to be connected with unbelievers or false
believers when man's relationship to God, faith, morality,
and life according to God's Word were concerned.

Walther

asked, what could be more contrary to love than for the
Christian to associate with non-Christians in such a way
as to give them the impression that their works were
good? 172 In other words, Christians were not to give
non-Christians any excuse for carnal security by leading
them to think that their works were pleasing to God.
Walther thought that non-Christians might get that impression from certain kinds of cooperation with Christians.
A true Lutheran synod could also not fellowship with
those who persisted in doctrinal error.

If a synod

agreed to fellowship with those that had false faith,
170walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 150.
171walther, "Uber einige Hauptpflichten," pp. 3638. On the place of the Lutheran confessions in the life
of the synod see above, pp. 335-40.
172walther, Briefe, 2:9 (to J. A. Ottesen,
January 5, 1866).
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then that synod would be guilty of deceiving its own
173
congregations.
Walther was referring to the impression that synodical officials or a synodical convention
would give to the congregations of the synod by recommending fellowship with a church body that was persisting
in doctrinal error.

Even if there was an hones~ mistake

in evaluating the doctrinal stance of an erring church
body, the orthodox congregations would still have been
deceived by what was, in effect, a testimony to the
orthodoxy of a church body that was actually heterodox.
Walther believed that avoiding such fellowship had been
commanded by God in the command to avoid false prophets,
for as the preachers were, so was the church whose
preachers they were. 174 Fellowship with false teachers
and false believers was not only a sin against God's
clear prohibition, but, Walther believed, the person who
participated in such fellowship was making himself guilty
of the sins of the other person or group. 175

This kind

of fellowship was not only sinful but also dangerous
and damaging to the souls of the orthodox who fellowshipped with the unorthodox. 176
173 walther, "Uber einige Hauptpflichten," pp. 40-41.
174 Ibid., pp. 36-37i see Walther to "Geliebter
Bruder!" February 21, 1883, Gutachten, CHI.
175 walther, Brosamen, p. 261; see 2 John 10:11.
176 c. F. w. Walther, "Warum sell und kann uns der

Glaube dass die wahre Kirche eigentlich unsichtbar und
Uber die ganze Welt zerstreut 1st, nicht verleiten, die
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The guilt for the lack of fellowship belonged,
according to Walther, not to those who held to the true
doctrine but to those who held the false doctrine and so
made fellowship impossible.

One would certainly not

blame Christ, Walther said, but it was at His command
that the orthodox denied fellowship to the unorthodox.

177

Walther wanted peace in the church, but he wanted it to
be based on the truth.

He wanted the true, internal

unity of the spirit, not just an external unity of organization.178

Walther believed that no good could come of

a unity that was entered into at the price of truth and
righteousness. 179
It has been erroneously maintained by some
scholars that Walther did not insist on agreement in all
articles of doctrine before external fellowship could be
rechtglaubige sichtbare Kirche zu verlassen? Eine
Predigt, gehalten zu St. Louis, Mo., am 22. Sonntag nach
dem Feste der heiligen Dreieinigkeit, 1852," Der
Lutheraner 9 (November 23, 1852) :51.
-177walther "Uber einige Hauptpflichten," p. 42;
seep. 37 on Rom. 16:17.
178
Walther to Herr Beck, January 26, 1869, Correspondence, CHI, referring to Zech. 8:19 and Eph. 4:3;
see Epistel Pastille, p. 304; August R. Suelflow,
"Significant Contributions," pp. 36-37.
179 walther, Briefe, 2:77 (to Th. Ruhland,
January 17, 1867); [C. F. w. Walther] "Predigt Uber die
Epistel am 17. Sonntag nach Trinitatis," Magazin filr
Ev.= luth. Homiletik 8 (October 1884) :294.
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entered into.

18O

According to Jack Treon Robinson, the

Altenburg Theses required only that the public confession of a church body be orthodox but Pieper broadened
that by requiring agreement in what was actually
181
taught.
That is completely false and shows no evidence, on the author's part, of any familiarity with
Walther beyond the Altenburg Theses.

For Walther formal

confessional subscription meant little unless the confessional doctrines were actually in full swing

(im

Schwange) in the church's pulpits, classrooms, etc.
Adolph Brux tried to support a broader attitude toward
fellowship with his translation of a set of theses by
182
Walther.
But these theses were about open questions,
not about church fellowship.

In the first several of

these "Theses on the Modern Theory of Open Questions"
Walther did say that an individual who erred contrary
to God's Word would not immediately (alsobald) be denied
church membership and fellowship (Thesis II) and that an
18OE.g. w. G. Polack, "Walther's Attitude Toward
Lutheran Unity and His Part in the First Free Conferences," The American Lutheran 32 (July 1949) :6-7.
181Jack Treon Robinson, "The Spirit of Triumphalism
in the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod: The Role of 'A
Statement' of 1945 in the Missouri Synod" (Ph.D. dissertation, Vanderbilt University, 1972), p. 84.
182 see Adolph A. Brux, Christian Prayer=Fellowship
and Unionism: An Investigation of our Synodical Position
With Res ect to Pra er-Fellowshi With Christians of
Other Denominations
n.p. , 1935, p. o.
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error occurring in a whole church body would not in and
of itself (an sich) make i t a false church with which
there could be no fellowship (Thesis III).

For Walther

this was part of the church's militance that i t would
constantly have to struggle with false doctrine (Thesis
V), but this practical situation did not mean that error
could have equal rights (gleiche Berechtigung) with the
truth (Thesis X).

Walther explicitly said that no one

could be given the freedom to believe or teach contrary
to the Word of God on any point (Thesis VII), that the
church would have to stand up against departures from the
Word of God on the part of laymen, pastors, congregations, or church bodies (Thesis VIII), and that those who
were stubbornly persistent (halsstarrig, emphasized in
the original) in their error would have to be excluded
from the church (Thesis IX). 183 These theses are therefore a testimony to Walther's patience and evangelical
approach in dealing with individuals or groups who erred.
But they do not indicate any inclination to perpetual
tolerance of false doctrine.

Rather the whole set of

theses was directed against "the modern theory of open
questions" with which the Iowa Synod in the 1860s was
attempting to justify church fellowship without full
doctrinal unity as the basis for that fellowship.
183

The

C. F. w. Walther, "Thesen Uber die moderne
Theorie von den offenen Fragen," Lehre und Wehre 14
(October 1868) :318-19.
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only tolerance that Walther was advocating in these
theses was a temporary tolerance, that is, patience in
dealing with those with whom fellowship already existed
but who

then departed from the Word of God.

He did in

no way advocate entering into fellowship prior to
doctrinal agreement.
The fact of the matter is that Walther insisted
on full doctrinal agreement in all articles of faith
before there could be church fellowship. 184 He thought
that this was clearly the position of the tenth article
of the Formula of Concord. 185 Walther's strong conviction about the level of doctrinal agreement required for
fellowship was based on his equally firm conviction that
all the articles of Christian doctrine had been clearly
revealed in the Bible. 186 This factor removed any
excuse for holding to a doctrinal error.

It prevented

any recourse to open questions.

Nothing that was clearly
.
187
revea1 e d i n Ser i pture was an open ques t ion.
But Walter R. Bouman also goes too far when he
writes that Walther insisted that "any doctrinal
184walther, Goldkorner, pp. 103-4; Proceedings of a
Free English Lutheran Conference, p. 25.
185walther, Der Concordienformel, p. 59; "Uber
einige Hauptpflichten, 11 pp. 38-39.
186walther, "Thesen Uber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft,"
pp. 26-27.
187 c. F. w. Walther, "Vorwort zum vierzehnten
Jahrgang," Lehre und Webre 14 (February 1868):39.

366

difference" was devisive of fellowship. 188

Here the

question is again one of breaking off an already
established fellowship, not of entering into fellowship
for the first time.

Walther distinguished between

teachings which were divisive and fellowship and teach189
ings which were not divisive.
He said in a sermon:
It would be admittedly unjust to tear apart the tie
of brotherly and churchly fellowship for the sake of
actual mere peripheral doctrines which are not links
in the golden chain of the articles of faith revealed
by God for salvation.190
But one must note that Walther was here speaking about
doctrines which were real or actual (wirklich) peripheral
doctrines.

These were doctrines which were not taught

clearly in Scripture.

One example was Walther's strong

position against usury (Wucher).

He considered any

taking of interest on a loan to be the sin of usury, and
he worked hard to instruct and to convince his own congregation and the whole church on this position.

Despite

the pastoral importance he placed on it, he did not
188 Bouman, "Unity of the Church," p. 90. The
emphasis is Bouman's.
189 Kurt E. Marquart, Anatomy of an Explosion:
Missouri in Lutheran Perspective, Concordia Seminary
Monograph Series, Number 3 (Fort Wayne, Indiana: Concordia Theological Seminary Press, 1977), p. 25.
19011 wohl ware es freilich unrecht, um wirklicher
blosser Nebenlehren willen, welche nicht Glieder in der
goldenen Kette der uns von Gott zur Seligkeit geoffenbarten Glaubensartikel sind, das Band der brilderlichen
und kirchlichen Gemeinschaft zu zerreissen." Walther,
Brosamen, p. 239.
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consider it necessarily divisive of fellowship according
to an 1876 article by Walther in Lehre und Wehre and
according to certain letters which he wrote. 191 But in
an 1878 letter to Ferdinand Sievers, another Missouri
Synod pastor, Walther qualified this attitude.

He said

that he could recognize someone as a Lutheran preacher
even though that person did not agree with his strict
stance on usury but that he would still not be able to
be in a "fellowship of work" with him, that is, he could
not cooperate with him in the same synod. 192 There is,
in other words, a certain ambiguity in Walther's views
of his position on usury with respect to its implications
for fellowship.
A very divisive issue on the American church
scene in Walther's day was slavery.

Many American denom-

inations split along North-South lines before or during
the Civil War.
way.

The Missouri Synod did not split in this

The year before the Civil War Walther wrote to a

191 (C . F. w.] w[alther], "Uber die WUcherfrage, 11
Lehre und Wehre 22 (February 1876):51; Walther to
Johannes Walther, November 27, 1868, Correspondence, CHI;
Walther to J. A. Ottesen, February 8, 1879, Correspondence, CHI; Roy A. suelflow, "History of the Missouri
Synod," pp. 119, 207-8. See also Robert Kolb, "'No
Christian Would Dare Practice Usury': A Letter on
Charging Interest," Concordia Historical Institute
Quarterly 48 (Winter 1975):127-39.
19211 Gemeinschaft der Arbeit, 11 Walther to G. E. C.

Ferdinand Sievers, October 12, 1878, Correspondence, CHI.
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Norwegian-American pastor that he did not consider
disagreements about slavery to be divisive of fellowship.193
Walther admitted that there was a degree (Maass)
of agreement which would, if required, necessarily cause
splits and divisions in the church.

This degree, he

thought, was reached when the requirements for agreement
went beyond doctrine and into ceremonies, customs, church
polity, etc. 194 Walther also admitted that agreement in
non-fundamental articles was not necessary for fellow/ ship, but in the same context he presented a very broad
✓

definition of fundamental articles and a very narrow
definition of non-fundamental articles.
It was not necessary, Walther believed, to agree
in non-fundamental articles of doctrine before there
could be church fellowship.

Non-fundamental articles

played a part in the discussion of those doctrines that
were fundamental articles, but Walther maintained that
non-fundamental doctrines were only those that were not
clearly revealed in Scripture and were not even necessary
conclusions of clearly revealed doctrines.

Walther

listed as examples the day on which the angels had been
created, the particular sin by which some angels had
193 walther, Briefe, 1:129 (to A. C. Preus,
January 8, 1860), postscript.
194
F. W. Walther] "Vorwort zu Jahrgang 1860,"
Lehre und Wehre 6 (February 1860) :41; see Brosamen, pp.
496-97 on the seventh article of the Augsburg Confession.
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fallen, the immediate source of the individual human
soul (traducianism or creationism), the author of Hebrews,
and whether the visible creation would at the end of time
be annihilated or transfigured.

These were theological

problems which were not settled in Scripture and could
not be used to decide about fellowship. 195

(

Walther's definition of fundamental articles was

/t very broad.

It included all those doctrines which had

l been clearly revealed in the Bible.

Perfect agreement

(vollkommene Ubereinstimmung) was required prior to
church fellowship.

Walther argued that there was one

church with one foundation and one faith.

The smallest

error could be the leaven that would pervert all the rest
of the doctrines.

Finally, every error was a sin, being

clear disobedience to a clear Word of God.

It could not

be treated as if it were justified in the church. It was
196
sin and could not be countenanced.
Walther included
the doctrine of the church in the category of fundamental
articles about which agreement had to be reached prior
to fellowship. 197
Walther also had to deal with questions of
fellowship in the sacraments of baptism and the Lord's
195 cc. F. W. Walther] "Vorwort zu Jahrgang 1860,"
Lehre und Webre 6 (February 1860):41-42.
196 Ibid., p. 42. Walther referred to John 10:16i
Eph. 2:20i 4:4-5i Gal. 5:9i Matt. 5:18-19i and James 2:10.
197 see the discussion in Walther, Brosamen, PP·
533-35.
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Supper.

It is inconceiveable that Walther would ever

have approved of a Lutheran going to another church for
baptism although this writer has not found any statements
to that effect in Walther's writings.

It was not an

issue in a church in which infants were baptized in their
parents' congregation.

Walther did insist that baptism

was valid (giltig) when performed by anyone who was still
in the visible church, if he was still one of those who
had been externally called, even if he had been excommunicated, as long as he had not apostasized to another
. .
198
re 1 igion.

This was because baptism was not dependent

on human qualities but on the triune God, in whose name
it was performed. 199

Walther taught that it did not

matter, as far as the validity of baptism was concerned,
in which visible church one was baptized as long as that
church still had the words of the sacrament of baptism,
not just the sound of the words, but also the meaning and
sense of them. 200 Walther was concerned that the church
be truly Trinitarian in doctrine.

The validity of

baptism depended on what doctrine was publicly preached
198walther to F. Wendt, January 28, 1885,
Gutachten, CHI.
199walther, G. Schaller, M. Guenther (Concordia
Seminary faculty) to "die Ehrwiirdige Specialconferenz der
Pastoren der Synodalconferenz in u. um New York City,"
January 18, 1877, Gutachten, CHI.
200walther to F. Wendt, January 28, 1885,
Gutachten, CHI.
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in the church.

If the preacher and his fellowship

proclaimed the doctrine of the Trinity, then their
baptism was valid.

Otherwise it was not valid.

Walther

taught that persons who had been baptized by nonTrinitarian groups had to be rebaptized. 201 Their first
baptism had been no baptism at all, and such persons were
technically being baptized for the first time.

In

insisting on Trinitarian baptism in this way Walther
argued that words meant in reality what they meant to the
people among whom they were being used.

So to use the

Trinitarian formula for baptism in a fellowship that
denied the doctrine of the Trinity was not really to use
the Word of God in this sacrament according to the institution of Christ. 202 It should be remembered that
according to Walther no group that denied the doctrine of
the Trinity was a Christian church at all.

It was

totally outside of the visible church in the broader
sense. 203
Altar fellowship also figured prominently in
Walther's thinking about fellowship.

In 1870 he

201 walther, Pastorale, pp. 120-21; Western District,
1876, p. 40; Walther to "Mein theurer Bruder!" September
26, 1870, Correspondence, CHI; Walther to "Geliebter
Bruder!" February 21, 1883, Gutachten, CHI.
202 walther, Pastorale, p. 121; Western District,
1876, p. 40; see pp. 38-39.
203 walther, wahre sichtbare Kirche, PP· 39-40.
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presented a series of theses to the Western District
204
convention about the topic.
The discussion was about having altar fellowship with those who were not in
doctrinal agreement with the Lutheran Church.

Walther

(

said that the main purpose of the sacraments was to be
means of grace, but a secondary purpose was to be "distinguishing signs of confession and ties of fellowship in
worship. 11205 Walther concluded, "Therefore fellowship in
'the Lord's Supper is church fellowship. 11206 Walther said
that, if those who believed differently (Andersglaubige)
belonged at the Lutheran altar, then they would really
belong to the Lutheran Church, a conclusion which Walther
repudiated. 207

He taught that everyone was free to come

to hear the sermon, but only they could be admitted to
the Lord's Supper "who confess with the mouth the pure,
correct Christian faith. 11208 Anyone who communed in the
Lutheran Church was thereby, according to Walther,
testifying that he held to that church and to the doctrine
204 walther, "Thesen Uber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft
mit Andersglaubigen."
20511 unterscheidende Zeichen des Bekenntnisses und
Bander gottesdienstlicher Gemeinschaft," ibid., p. 45.
20611 Abdenmahlsgemeinschaft ist daher Kirchengemeinschaft," ibid.
207

208

Ibid., pp. 22, 60.

"Die den reinen rechten Christenglauben mit dem
Munde bekennen , " ibid • , p. 4 7 .
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that it preached, the faith that it confessed. 209
Walther insisted that the admission that there were
Christians in other communions did not alter this situaAccepting a person for conanunion was a declaration that he was orthodox. 211 Unorthodox persons could

tion.210

not honestly be admitted to communion.

That was

Walther's firm conviction.
In these 1870 theses many of the reasons Walther
cited for not having altar fellowship with those who
believed differently were the same as the reasons he had
elsewhere used for not having church fellowship with such
persons.

Such fellowship was contrary to the prohibition

of participation in other persons' sins.

It was contrary

to love for the weak members of the church because it
offended them.

It was contrary to love for those who

believed differently for it was a failure to testify
against their sins.

It was contrary to the command that

the church be united in faith and confession.

In the

case of altar fellowship, it was also contrary to the
institution of the Lord's Supper by Christ.
209 Ibid.
210 Ibid., pp. 45-46.
21 1 Ibid • , p. 50.
21 2 Ibid • , p. 5 6 •

212
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The Lord's Supper had been instituted not to
make persons Christian but to strengthen the faith of
those who were already Christians.

213

Walther said that

the orthodox church of his day was especially required
in view of the unionistic tendencies of the times carefully to avoid this misuse of the sacrament of the altar.
Walther wrote in the thirteenth thesis at the 1870
Western District convention:
1

The more unionism and syncretism is the sin and
the corruption of our time, the more the loyalty of
the orthodox church now demands that the Lord's
Supper not be misused as a means of external union
without internal unity of faith.214
Walther definitely taught that the orthodox

church could not have altar fellowship with any persons
who believed differently (Andersglaubige) nor with
schismatics, persons who believed the same but had
separated from the orthodox church for insufficient
reasons. 215 Nor could any orthodox person remain in a
congregation of mixed confessions, that is, a congregation that accepted both Lutherans and Reformed as
213 Ib'd
i
. , p. 51 •
2140 Je mehr der Unionismus und die Religionsmengerei die SUnde und das Verderben unserer Zeit ist,
desto mehr fordert es jetzt die Treue der rechtglaubigen
Kirche, das heilige Abendmahl nicht zu einem Mittel einer
ausserlichen Union ohne innerliche Glaubenseinigkeit zu
missbrauchen." Ibid., p. 71.
215 Ibid., pp. 58, 62.
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members.

216

On the other hand, members of false churches

who had been testifying publicly against the errors of
the false church to which they belonged and were remaining
externally connected with that church only until it
would become apparent whether or not that church would
accept their testimony could be accepted as communicants
at Lutheran altars.

Walther wrote in an 1885 letter, "I
do not consider it wrong to commune with such persons. 11217
Walther taught that because the body and blood
of Christ were essentially present and were distributed
to all communicants, there could be no administration of
this sacrament to those who did not accept this
mystery. 218 This was obviously directed against all
Calvinists and Zwinglians.

Walther would hear nothing of

the objection that Calvinists supposedly believed in the
real presence but made it a spiritual presence.

Walther

insisted that Calvinists did not believe in the real
presence and could not be trusted because they used the
type of language they did when speaking about the Lord's
219
Supper in order to conceal their true opinion.
Naturally, a Lutheran could not commune in a church that
216 walther to Herr Milllich, March 11, 1869,
Gutachten, CHI.
21711 Mit solchen zu communiciren, halte ich nicht
filr unrecht, 11 Walther to H. Walker, December 5, 1885,
Gutachten, CHI.
218 walther, "Thesen ilber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft,"
p. 55.
219 Ibid. , p. 62.
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denied the real presence, for such a church did not have
the sacrament at all.

In spite of any words they might

use, they distributed only bread and wine.

220

Walther taught that refusing altar fellowship was
not a form of excommunication but was, in the language
of pastoral theology, only suspension from communion.
The eleventh thesis presented at the Western District
convention in 1870 read:
Members of erring fellowships are not excommunicated by being turned away from the celebration of
the Lord's Supper in fellowship with the Lutheran
Church, much less are they (declared to be heretics
and) condemned but only suspended until they have
reconciled themselves with the orthodox church by
renouncing the false fellowship in which they
stand.221
The same applied to persons who confessed Lutheran
doctrine but remained in church bodies that were not
purely Lutheran, such as the General Council.

They were

not absolutely cut off from the sacrament, which would
have been excommunication.

This was also suspension

220.Ibid, p. 40.
221 "Glieder irrglaubiger Gemeinschaften werden
durch ihre Abweisung von der Feier des heiligen
Nachtmahles in Gemeinschaft mit der lutherischen Kirche
nicht in den Bann gethan, vielweniger (fUr Ketzer erklart
und) verdammt, sondern nur suspendirt, bis sie sich durch
Abthuung der falschen Gemeinschaft, in der sie stehen,
mit der rechtgUiubigen Kirche vers<Shnt haben." Ibid.,
p. 67. The text contains a footnote to the effect that
the words in parentheses were added by a resolution of
the convention. See Weidenschilling, "Rise, Progress
and Influence," p. 106.
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until the person concerned left the fellowship that was
not truly Lutheran. 222
Several specifics about Walther's fellowship
practice might still be mentioned.

At the general

pastoral conference of Missouri Synod pastors after the
1881 synodical convention, which had dealt with the
Predestinarian Controversy's issues, Walther said that
the opponents in this controversy might be Christian
brothers but could not be recognized as co-workers
(Mitarbeiter).

The conference supported him and passed
a resolution to this effect. 223 Walther politely turned
down a request that he contribute a sermon to a homiletic
magazine because the magazine's motto was unionistic. 224
He advised that an orthodox preacher could preach to a
heterodox (irrglaubig) congregation but could not become
its pastor nor administer the Lord's Supper in it. 225 An
orthodox congregation was not to have common worship with
222 walther to H. Walker, December 5, 1885,
Gutachten, CHI.
223 verhandlungen der Zweiten Allgemeinen Pastoralconferenz, pp. 55-56; see Wehmeier, "Public Doctrine,"
p. 80; Walther, Kirche und Amt, pp. 117-18, citing Martin
Luther, "Gesprach mit D. Georg Maier," XVII, 1477, where
Luther said that he could not stand in the same stall
(nicht in einem Stalle stehen) with someone who taught
false doctrine. This was a picturesque way of saying
that there could be no fellowship with such persons.
224 walther to "Hochwiirdiger Herr Doctor," May 4,
1863, Correspondence, CHI.
225walther, Pastorale, pp. 48-49.

378
those that espoused different doctrine.

Nor was there to

be participation in any society which had ecclesiastical
purposes and mixed membership, that is, members from dif226
ferent religious groups.
Walther also insisted that

I

one could not worship privately with those with whom he
could not worship publicly.

'

There could be no common

rayer with those with whom o r:i.e g_i g_ not _shar_J! the same
fai ~~J but Walther ack~ ledged that ~h~ -o~ thodox c 9 ~
_!!.O t erE!.v ent o.th ~

p~ r §.Q:ps __ioining -1n t~e,!.~ _pray_~rs.

Walther advised that an orthodox person who was a houseguest or an employee in the home of an unorthodox family
not disturb the family worship but also not participate
in it.

At mealtime, for instance, he could fold his

hands during the prayer but speak his own prayer in his
heart.
/

227

One would neither participate nor disrupt.

Walther advocated avoiding any kinds of contact with
persons of different faith if such contact might give
the impression that one was in agreement with their
228
doctrinal position.
These specifics have been briefly summarized from
different letters, articles, and books by Walther.

But

226 walther, Rechte Gestalt, p. 150. For an interesting letter on sharing buildings see Walther to
I. C. w. Lindemann [sic], January 12, 1873, Correspondence, CHI.
227
walther to "Mein theurer Herr Candidat!"
October 13, 1879, Correspondence, CHI.
228walther, "Thesen Uber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft,"
pp. 38-39.
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the impression must be avoided that he thought or acted
as some sort of authority in himself.

All of these

specifics about fellowship were addressed to specific
situations which confronted Lutherans in nineteenth century America.

They represent not Walther on some

offensive against other Christians but Walther responding
to serious questions on the part of the church which he
served.

His answers were not handed down as edicts or

laws but as sincere pastoral applications of Scriptural
principles.

They cannot even be traced to some isolated

thinking by Walther about the Bible.

Rather, they were

all tempered by his investigations of the historical
attitudes of the church, especially the Lutheran Church,
on these principles in the Bible.

Walther, in effect,

sought the advice of other orthodox theologians from
previous centuries as well as from his own day.
Walther also had to deal with the difficult
question of Lutherans who wanted to marry members of
other churches.

He said that it was not sinful in and

of itself to do so, but he considered it certainly
dangerous to the soul to have such a close relationship
with someone whose influence would be in the wrong
direction doctrinally.

The pastor was always to advise

against it, especially when the Lutheran party was the
229
woman, who would be subject to her husband.
229 walther to "Theurer Bruder in dem HErrn!"
January 8, 1885, Gutachten, CHI; Walther to "Mein theurer
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Sunanary
Walther did have a lot to say about the
congregation and the ministry.

But he never limited his

vision of the visible church to a local level.
not strictly congregationalistic.

He was

He spoke and wrote

much about synodical polity and church fellowship.
Walther stressed the geographic congregation.
The individual Christian was to attend that specific
orthodox congregation which was geographically most convenient for him to attend.

In other words, he was to

belong to the local orthodox church which God had placed
in his locality, irrespective of his personal preferences.

He was not to choose a congregation on the basis

of the pastor's personality or specific abilities.

The

crucial thing was that the Word of God was purely
preached.

The pastor was called to be the orthodox

pastor in a given area.

He was not a pastor everywhere

but only where he had been called.

Because the call was

connected to a location rather than to a group of people,
it did not need to be renewed as the membership of the
congregation changed through people relocating or
through the changing of the generations.
Walther also placed great importance on the
concern the local church was to have for the church
Herr Pastor!" February 19, 1886, Gutachten, CHI; "Thesen
Uber Abendmahlsgemeinschaft," p. 39.
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beyond its parish boundaries.

This included prayer,

advice, financial help, sharing pastors in terms of a
vacancy pastor arrangement or a dual parish where necessary, sending and enabling its gifted sons to be trained
for the ministry, etc.

It was also to seek the unity of

the faith (doctrine) with the whole true visible church.
All pastors were equal according to Walther, that is, no
clergyman had been given divine authority over other
pastors.

"Bishop" had simply been another New Testament

term for pastor.

Likewise, all congregations were equal.

Each had the full power of the keys.

There was no need

to be in a specific relationship to another church, lik~
that of Rome, in order to have all the rights and powers
of the church.

Nevertheless, it could be beneficial or

even necessary for congregations and pastors to get
together in a mutual organization with certain structure
and authority to work for their common churchly goals.
A congregation, according to Walther, retained
the right to be independent.

In independence it still

possessed all the powers and promises of the church.
Synodical organization and membership was adiaphorous,
optional.

In other words, a synodical organization

existed by human right, not by divine right.

But joining

a synod could also be a matter of conscience when it was
clearly seen to be the best or even the only way to
preserve unity in the faith and to work for the building
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up of the Kingdom of God.

Much depended on choosing the ·

right synod, that is, an orthodox one.

Walther was aware

that it might take a congregation a good deal of time to
make this choice.

The synod was an association of con-

gregations and pastors.

It was self-evident to Walther

that a congregation could not belong to a synod to which
its pastor did not belong.

That was far too ambiguous a

situation to make sense, as if the pastor and the congregation were not in agreement or could not work together.
A congregation was also free to leave a synod if the
reasons for which i t joined the synod no longer obtained
or if the synod became heterodox.
It was very important for Walther that a synod
be loyal to the Lutheran confessions.

Allegiance to the

Bible was claimed by non-Lutherans who departed from
Scripture.

By holding to the Lutheran confessions, the

synod was declaring that i t understood the Scriptures as
the Lutheran Church understood them.

Congregations and

pastors were required to subscribe to the Lutheran confessions as a prerequisite for membership in the Missouri
Synod.

This was not a matter of forcing them to believe,

for they were not being forced to join the synod in the
first place.

Walther highly valued unity and purity in

the true Biblical doctrine.

The synod was constantly to

work for the preservation of this purity and unity
(Reinheit und Einheit der Lehre).

For this reason the
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most important item on a convention's agenda was always
the doctrinal essay and its discussion.

Those who

departed from the clear Biblical truth were dealt with in
and by the synod in terms of a case of church discipline.
The goal was to restore them to the confession of the
truth.

Failing that, the ultimate penalty was not excom-

munication but expulsion from synodical membership.
Walther's St. Louis congregation proposed to the
first convention of the Missouri Synod (1847) that a
paragraph be added to the synodical constitution declaring
that the synod had only advisory powers with respect to
the individual congregations.
ratified by the congregations.

This amendment was not
Only after the same sort

of amendment was proposed in 1853, along with the organization of the districts, was this proposal ratified by
the congregations.

It became part of the synodical con-

stitution in 1854.

Recent research has shown that this

advisory provision limited the synod only with respect
to matters of the congregation's self-government.

The

synod was not thereby limited in its power to govern
itself.

Synodical resolutions in synodical matters were

binding on the synod without any ratification by congregations.

This is especially relevant to the synod's

power to determine its own membership.
Walther had to explain these principles to groups
that feared synodical organization as if it were similar
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to subjection to a consistory in Germany.

The synod was

not to own the property of the congregation, and i t had
no authority to enforce its will in the congregation's
own business.

The congregation did not need to have any

fear in this area.

In any case, the congregation remained

free to leave the synod.

But again, the limitation of

the synod's power applied only to congregational matters,
not to synodical business.

The advisory limitation also

applied only to adiaphora, not to matters clearly settled
in the Word of God.
doctrine.

In other words, it did not apply to

Doctrinal deviations on the part of the con-

gregation or its pastor or both would lead to doctrinal
discipline.

The worst penalty the synod could impose was

only expulsion from membership in the synod, but if a
pastor or congregation persisted in false doctrine in
spite of clear Biblical correction, that penalty had to
fall.

In doctrinal discipline, as well as moral disci-

pline, the goal was always to bring about repentance and
to restore the brother.

It was to be done in a very

patient and charitable way.
Walther had a very sincere desire for church
fellowship with other Christians where this was at all
possible.

Where it was possible, it was not optional.

It was clearly God's will.

But fellowship was possible

according to Walther only where there was doctrinal
agreement.

Such agreement was a prerequisite for
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fellowship both because it was a matter of loyalty to the
Word of God and because false doctrine was very dangerous
to the soul.

Walther also pointed to the command to

beware of false prophets (Matthew 7:15) and to the command not to participate in someone else's sins (II John
10-11).

The guilt for external divisions in the visible

church belonged not to those who insisted on pure doctrine
but to those who departed from the clear Word of God.
Some writers have disagreed about the degree of
doctrinal agreement that was, in Walther's view, required
for fellowship.

Walther insisted on full doctrinal

agreement in all the articles of faith.

This agreement

included both formally confessing and actually teaching
and preaching the doctrine.

The category of articles of

faith included all the doctrines that were clearly taught
in Scripture.

There did not need to be agreement about

non-fundamental doctrines, but this category included
only things that were not clear in the Bible.

In fact,

Walther taught that something which was not clear in
Scripture could not be divisive of fellowship.

But all

the doctrines clearly taught in the Bible were fundamental articles in Walther's view, and disagreement on
any one of them would prevent church fellowship.

Altar

fellowship was an integral part of church fellowship.
Common participation in the Lord's Supper involved a
mutual recognition of orthodoxy.

Persons communed
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together as an aspect of having church fellowship.
Walther explicitly cautioned against using this sacrament
as a means of achieving fellowship.

That was not its

purpose.
Walther's views on church polity cannot be fitted
into any common American version of ecclesiastical organization.

He was not an Episcopalian, Presbyterian, or

Congregationalist.

He strongly favored the synodical

form of polity, which was significantly different from
the other forms.

Walther's views on church fellowship

also went to neither American extreme.

Unlike many

nineteenth century Americans, he did not think, speak, and
act as if all Protestants were essentially the same.
Neither did he go to the sectarian extreme, also common
in nineteenth century America, of gathering a small group
of followers around a peculiar doctrine.

Walther's views

were balanced, Biblical, and evangelically motivated.

He

was also firmly convinced that they were quite Lutheran.

CONCLUSION
J. T. Mueller, late professor of theology at
Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, Missouri, wrote that the
doctrine of the church as expressed by Walther "is so
extremely simple that it could be received in its
entirety even into our Synodical Catechism, which is
intended for Christian pupils of average intelligence. 111
The reader of this dissertation may agree with this
writer that Mueller has overstated the case.

The first

major conclusion of this dissertation must be that the
Bible, the Bo~k of Concord, Lutheranism in general, and
the Missouri Synod in particular have a very rich and
many-faceted doctrine of the church.

As with every

Biblical doctrine, the doctrine of the church may be summarized and expressed to be understood by a school child,
or it may be elaborated at greater length for the fuller
understanding of those who themselves will teach others.
Walther never went in for speculation in
theology.

Nor is the doctrine of the church as he

taught it complex in itself.

But he had to address

1J. Theodore Mueller, "The Significance of the
Doctrine of the Church and the Ministry as Professed by
Our Fathers on the Basis of Scripture and the Lutheran
Confessions, for Our General Theological Orientation,"
Concordia Theological Monthly 11 (January 1940):21.
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himself to a very complex situation, both in terms of
doctrinal controversy and practical applications.

The

reader is directed to the chapter summaries for more
detail than is given in the following brief summary.

The

best way to conclude this dissertation is to attempt to
express the doctrine of the church in something like the
simplicity referred to by Mueller.

---

Walther distinguished between the invisible

church and the visible church.

The invisible church

included all Christians, all true believers in Jesus
Christ.

These persons were visible, but their faith was

hidden in the heart so that i t could not be seen that
they were true members of the church.

Because their

faith was given to them by means of Word and Sacrament,
and because God had promised to bestow faith in this way,
i t was known that where the Word and Sacrament were
essentially present, there the church was also present.
The visible church in general included all those
who

were members

Word and sacrament.

of a group that was gathered around
This would always in this life

include some unbelievers.

The visible church was divided

into groups that were characterized by distinctive
doctrines.

The true visible church was the one in which

the Word of God was purely preached and the sacraments
were administered according to Christ's institution.
Walther was convinced that the true visible church of
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God on earth was accordingly the Lutheran Church, which
included all those who confessed the doctrine of the
Book of Concord, being convinced that it was the Biblical
doctrine.
False churches included groups that had separated
from the true visible church for non-doctrinal reasons
(schisms) and those that had separated for doctrinal
reasons (sects).

These groups still essentially retained

the Word of God, and so it was to be believed that there
were Christians in them.

They were still churches.

Groups that did not have enough of the Gospel for
Christians to be born in them, including groups that
denied the Trinity or for some other reason did not have
valid baptism, were not churches at all.
Walther believed in total separation of church
and state.

Christians were to be responsible citizens

and were to obey the government as long as doing so did
not involve sin.
the church.

But the government had no power over

Its power was to protect the church against

violence, but that was the limit.

Theologians were not

to speak as theologians about political matters.
Walther highly valued the congregation, which
was the visible church on the local level.

God willed

that His people gather locally around Word and sacrament
and be nourished in that way.

The individual was to be

concerned to belong to an orthodox congregation where he

i
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would be nourished exclusively with the pure Word and the
Sacraments according to Christ's institution.

This

orthodoxy was known by the doctrine that was actually
preached in the congregation.

The membership of the

local church would always be mixed, including some
hypocrites, but the church could not judge the hidden
things of the heart.
Walther taught that the congregation was to be
ruled by the Word of God in all things which were clearly
specified by that Word.
pastor's authority.

That was the limit of the

Other matters were to be decided

jointly by the congregation in decency, charity, and good
order.

Church discipline and excommunication were

matters for the whole congregation to decide about.
These were not left to the pastor only.

Walther always

valued patience and charity in the exercise of discipline.
Walther stressed the priesthood of all believers,
but he also distinguished sharply between it and the
office of the ministry.
not in kind.

The two differed in degree, but

The spiritual priesthood was to be active

in many ways, especially in the private proclamation of
the Word.

The public proclamation and the public admin-

istration were left to those who had been called to the
office of the ministry.

This office had been given to

the congregation by God, but it was God's will that it
be administered only by some, who were chosen by the
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congregation.

The pastor was neither lord nor slave of

the congregation.

He served the church but only accord-

ing the the Word.

He could be deposed only for persistent

unfaithfulness to the ministry of the Word.
Walther stressed the geographic parish.

The

individual was to join the local orthodox church, being
more interested in the purity of the preaching than the
personality of the preacher.

Congregations could remain

independent according to Walther, but the local church
still had a responsibility to be concerned about the
church beyond its parish boundaries.

One of the ways in

which it might be most expedient or even necessary to
work for the unity of the faith and the edification of
the whole church was through a synodical organization.
All organization beyond the parish level was by human
right, not by divine right.

Walther highly valued both

the unity and the purity of doctrine on the synodical
level.

The church was constantly to work for it.

The

synoq had full power to exercise doctrinal discipline
over pastors and congregations, the ultimate penalty
being explusion from membership.

Yet this discipline was

to be conducted in patience and love, the goal always
being to win the brother back.
Walther clearly desired church fellowship with
all Christians, but it had to be based on full doctrinal
agreement.

False doctrine was dangerous to the soul,
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and the Christians had been commanded to avoid false
prophets. · The extent of the required agreement included
everything that had been clearly revealed in the Bible.
Nothing that was not clear in the Bible could be divisive of church fellowship.
The doctrine of the church as taught by Walther
may be characterized as both Biblical and Lutheran, both
strict and comforting.

It was Biblical in that Walther

operated exclusively with the sola Scriptura principle.
Only the Bible was the source and norm of this doctrine.
This researcher did not do specific exegetical research
to evaluate Walther's understanding and application of
Scripture passages, but Walther himself did not understand exegesis to be the authority.

The Bible was the

authority, and doctrine was to be based on clear statements in the Bible.

Walther was almost always able to

quote clear Bible passages in support of the doctrine of
the church to which he and the Missouri Synod adhered.
Walther did much profound work with the Bible, notably
his sermons on the doctrine of the church.

In some minor

points, as noted in the -dissertation, Watlher may well
have gone beyond Scriptural statements, for example,

in connection with the geographic parish.
The doctrine of the church in Walther's writings
was also very Lutheran.

His knowledge of Luther's works

was great, and his researches in later Lutheran
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theologians were very extensive.

His large number of

quotations from Luther and the others shows both that the
doctrine he taught had been that of Luther and that the
same doctrine had been taught by the theologians of
Lutheran orthodoxy.

Walther was also intimately familiar

with the Lutheran confessions and showed that the doctrine
which he proved with Bible passages had also been the
doctrine of the Book of Concord.

By sheer weight of

evidence Walther demonstrated the ignorance behind the
contention that the doctrine of the church had not been
thoroughly dealt with in the history of Lutheran
theology, both during and after the Reformation period.
Walther's teaching about the church was also
both strict and comforting.

It was strict in that it

called for strict adherence to the Bible, exclusive concern for the expressed will of God in both doctrine and
practice, and an emphasis on the duties of church membership.

But it was primarily a comforting doctrine, for

Walther's major emphasis was constantly on the powers,
privileges, and promises that had been given to the
church.

The chief emphasis in all these was the forgive-

ness of sins.

So the Gospel predominated in the doctrine

of the church in Walther's writings, as it predominated
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in his applications of this doctrine. 2

In both doctrine

and practice, Walther was truly evangelical.
2 1t was a principle with Walther that the Gospel
was to predominate in all doctrine. See Walther, Rechte
Unterscheidung, pp. 4, 391-401.
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